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A HOT MESS

ABSTRACT: Use/mention errors are everywhere in epistemol-
ogy. They even show up in Gettier’s classic paper. They bedevil
philosophical attempts to understand “know”, “belief”, as well as
propositional-attitude expressions at the most basic level. What,
for example, are propositional-attitudes attitudes towards? Not
towards propositions, as it turns out. Use/mention errors confuse
philosophers in the most simple of ways: For example, they allow
philosophers to think that evidence and knowledge are proposi-
tional, in the sense that evidence is true propositions and that
knowledge is knowledge of propositions. Similarly, propositional
attitudes are seen as attitudes towards propositions rather than
what propositions describe. It is shown specifically in detail how
Williamson’s influential views about E = K—that evidence is what
one knows is flawed because of use/mention errors.

1. THE FIRST INTRODUCTION

Contemporary epistemologists haven’t been paying attention to the sub-
tle ways of certain words—those like “evidence”, “justification”, “hypoth-
esis”, “know(s)”, “believe(s)”, and so on. Specifically, many recent dis-
cussions of these words, and many working presuppositions of contem-
porary philosophers about the relationships, both among these words,
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and between these words and what they’re taken to refer to, are riddled
with unnoticed use/mention shifts, and consequently, use/mention er-
rors. The terminology is Quine’s (1951); and the errors I'm speaking of
are a family of simple ones: confounding propositions, ideas, hypotheses
and beliefs with what those propositions or hypotheses are about (and
describe) and what those beliefs and ideas are of.

Here, “proposition”, “belief”, “idea”, and “hypothesis” all refer to
quasi-linguistic items. Why “quasi-linguistic”? Because, speaking explic-
itly of beliefs, although the point can be made more broadly, we often
attribute beliefs to animals and so we shouldn’t foreclose on beliefs
not being constituted purely of language. The essential point is that
propositions, beliefs, hypotheses, ideas, and the like have intentional
properties: that is, they’re about or of the objects that they specifically at-
tribute properties and relations to. The objects in turn that propositions,
ideas, beliefs and hypotheses are about usually don’t have intentional
properties—pebbles and tables are paradigmatic examples—unless we
endow them with intentional properties (make various arrangements
of pebbles on a table into a symbol system) or unless we’re explicitly
talking about what has such properties, i.e., if we’re talking explicitly
about propositions, beliefs, and so on.

So I'm describing use/mention errors more broadly than they’re
often described—and more broadly than how Quine originally described
them. Included are usual cases where we slide from speaking of words
to what the words refer to (and vice versa) but also included are cases
where we slide from speaking of our idea of something to the something
that idea is of. As I said, what I'm describing as a use/mention slide
(in either direction) is one from something, with intentional properties
to the something; that those intentional properties of something, are
directed towards. For example: the idea of Pegasus versus what the
idea of Pegasus is of or the word “knowledge” and what that word is
supposed to refer to.

One illustration that’s given later in this paper of the systematic role
of use/mention errors in philosophical arguments about “justification”,
“evidence”, and the like, is Williamson’s arguments that E=K—that
what we know is the evidence we have. Similarly mistaken is an implicit
practice among many epistemologists of taking talk of evidence to es-
sentially amount to talk of justification—what we might call E = J—this
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3 Jody Azzouni

conflation also turns on use/mention errors.

Not all philosophers treat “evidence” as interchangeable with “justi-
fication”. Conee and Feldman (see Feldman & Conee 1985 and Conee
& Feldman 2008) explicitly distinguish evidence from justification, and
philosophers discussing Conee and Feldman’s work do the same. Conee
and Feldman, however, do claim that (2008, 83) “epistemic justification
is a product of evidence,” specifically:

S is justified in believing p at t iff S’s evidence at t on balance
supports p.

That s, S is justified in believing p if and only if S has evidence of a certain
quality and /or degree for p. I discuss their views further in Section 14.

Yet another example of a use/mention error surprisingly occurs in
Gettier’s seminal paper: a heretofore unnoticed misuse of variables. (I
describe it in Section 9.) Use/mention errors also permeate contem-
porary philosophical discussions in philosophy of science—but I'll only
touch on this in the current setting.! Germaine to this paper is that
these errors have led to and motivated a number of false but influential
conclusions in epistemology.

In pursuit of the arguments of this paper, we’ll trek though some inter-
esting material—specifically, the surprising ways that false assumptions
about usage have far-reaching effects on the arguments for philosophical
positions. I start (Section 2) with a brief rehearsal of the paradigmatic
example of a use/mention error (first described by Quine). Section 3, by
way of some illustrations, provides a brief introduction to the tendency
in epistemology to conflate evidence and justification. Up to this point,
the paper has been engaged with preliminaries.

In Section 4 we start in earnest: a discussion of propositions and
that-clauses. I make a sharp distinction between these linguistic (or
quasi-linguistic) items and what they describe or name, which in the
latter case are not propositions—contrary to received wisdom—except
when propositions are explicitly what are referred to by those clauses.
Section 5 takes up a small clot of complications that arise when we try
to characterize what propositions describe or corresponding that-clauses

1See Azzouni forthcoming for a discussion of how van Fraassen and other philosophers
commit use/mention errors while defending the semantic view of scientific theories. I'm
unconvinced that a cogent defense of the semantic view of scientific theories is possible:
all the arguments for this position that I know of trade on use/mention errors.

thebalticyearbook.lu.lv/
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refer to. There are three cases, (i) where a proposition is true and the
corresponding that-clause refers to a worldly conglomeration of objects
and relations (e.g., “The Earth still had living beings on it in 2025”), (ii)
where the proposition is true but the corresponding that-clause doesn’t
refer to a worldly conglomeration of objects and relations (e.g., “Sher-
lock Holmes is much sharper than Donald Duck”) and (iii) where the
proposition is false, and so the corresponding that-clause doesn’t refer to
a worldly conglomeration of objects and relations (“Bertrand Russell was
alive in 1796”). I suspect that how the nonexistent gets entangled here
motivates use/mention errors in this area similarly to how Quine hy-
pothesized certain confusions arise with respect to Pegasus and the idea
of Pegasus (discussed in Section 2)—but this isn’t the only motivation be-
hind use/mention errors. The usage surrounding propositional-attitude
phrases, talk of beliefs and evidence, etc., invites use/mention errors
independently of issues of the nonexistent. In this section I also in-
troduce the jargon, “fact” and “purported conglomerations of objects
and relations”, and explain how I'll use these phrases. In Section 6, I
introduce a deflated notion of propositions as interpreted sentences (a
characterization that’s compatible with the metaphysically-richer views
of propositions many philosophers are drawn to). This is to keep the
analysis here clean of extraneous matters, primarily complicated meta-
physics. I show how it’s natural to run together talk of propositions and
that-clauses with what these things describe and refer to. In Section
7, 1 take up “said” and show how its direct-quotation use corresponds
to it being propositions that are said while its indirect-quotation use
corresponds to it being the relatum of the proposition spoken by the
person indirectly quoted. This is a use/mention shift.

This material in place, I turn to “propositional-attitude” expressions
and analyze them (in Section 8). The important lesson to be drawn is
that the label “propositional attitude” is misleading because it engenders
a use/mention error, where we mistakenly characterize a statement of
the form S ¢ s that P (“Paul believes that Simon is nearby”) as describing
a relationship between an agent and a proposition, instead of describing
it as a relationship between an agent and what that proposition describes.
Importantly, this directly bears on the question of what the objects of
knowledge are.

Stumbles between use and mention, as I intimated above, arise
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during philosophical attempts to characterize evidence, justification,
knowledge, belief, and the like. This is because the words designating
these things sometimes semantically operate with respect to use and
sometimes with respect to mention. Apparent usage can also be tricky
to interpret because we sometimes speak in terms of propositions for
convenience when what’s meant (and really being talked about) is
what those propositions describe. Section 9 focuses specifically on
“know(s)”. It’s like the other propositional attitudes insofar as the objects
of knowledge aren’t propositions but instead facts. However, because of
the way we speak of what we know being true, we tend to slide very
naturally from speaking of what we know as facts to what we know of
as truths. Talk of “truths” in turn wallows in use/mention erroring: We
understand the noun “truths” sometimes as referring to propositions that
are true and sometimes as facts, what those propositions describe—as I
illustrate earlier in Section 7, where we dramatically speak of “The Truth”
when speaking of facts. (“The truth has finally been exposed”—we’re
not speaking here of the truth of a proposition finally being exposed.)

Similar complications bedevil how we speak of evidence, and what
we take evidence to be. “Evidence” is complicated (and, as usage in-
variably is, misleading). This is the topic of Section 10. We can talk of
evidence in propositional terms, but such talk is pleonastic and what’s
intended—*“evidence”—is invariably not propositional. To make this
case, I describe how we speak of evidence and show how evidence, as a
result, can’t be collections of propositions or the like but instead is often
conglomerations of relations and objects. A bunch of bloody clothes in
the corner of a hotel room is evidence. ‘A bunch of bloody clothes is in the
corner of the hotel room” isn’t evidence; it’s a statement about evidence.
Usage, however, does allow evidence to be regarded as collections of
facts, provided we recognize that speaking this way can be awkward be-
cause “fact” is a count noun but “evidence” is a mass term. Interestingly,
documents and the like can be evidence, but it’s not the document-type
or what a document-type is composed of—propositions—that’s evidence.
It’s the worldly physical items—the actual documents (paper, electronic
items) which are the instantiations of document-types—that are the
actual evidence. A similar point can be made about testimony when (for
example) it’s submitted as evidence.

Section 11 takes up Williamson’s E =K, and follows this (Section 12)
with an analysis of Williamson’s arguments for evidence being propo-
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sitional; I illustrate how stumbles over use and mention vitiate his
arguments. In Section 13, I consider “justify” and “justification” and
compare them to “evidence”.” Despite a lot of overlap in usage, these
words bear complex relationships to one another, to our beliefs that
we can have evidence for (or which we can justify), and to knowing
agents and the knowledge such agents have. In Section 14, I consider
Conee and Feldman on evidence, specifically their thesis that epistemic
justification is a product of evidence. Their arguments, for the most part,
don’t fall afoul of use/mention errors—rather, they engage in what can
be called surreptitious conceptual engineering: modifying the ordinary
understanding of “evidence” to enable establishing their thesis without
announcing explicitly that that’s what they’re doing.

Next (Section 15) is a discussion of how debates about scepticism
have floundered over failures to be scrupulously clear about usage, al-
though (as I hope this paper illustrates) being scrupulously clear about
usage is not only required but very hard to manage. In Section 16, I
use the foregoing material against Leite’s (2024) picture of how the
sceptic can be responded to. His position is that when we adopt a “pre-
philosophical” stance, when we simply employ ordinary epistemic prac-
tices (and don’t engage in philosophical theorizing of any sort), we can
nevertheless successfully rebut scepticism. Any such pre-philosophical
stance is unstable, however: philosophy begins on the ground floor. In
making this point, I engage in a little methodological moralizing, which
I'll start up with here: We must recognize that ordinary ways of speaking
about knowledge, evidence, and the like, are fraught with subtle traps—
use/mention errors are only one intricate example of such. Thus, we
need to evaluate carefully when we can change natural language (e.g.,
replace it with partially-technical artifacts that circumvent the traps)
and when we can’t—when we must just continue to make do with what
we have—but be very careful. In any case, ordinary usage can’t be taken
at face value.

Here’s another way of putting the point. In any number of surprising
and unexpected ways, discourse—formal and otherwise—is defective
or user-unfriendly (misleading). But the defects and ways it’s user-

2I've described our talk of justification, both propositional and agential, twice before
(Azzouni 2020, Chapter 7, Azzouni 2025, Chapter 4). I'll be revisiting—and amplifying—
some of that material here.
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unfriendly can’t always be eliminated. This is true of all engineering—
human designed and evolutionary—so the conceptual engineering we
attempt by modifying natural language is no exception.

Section 17, finally, summarizes some of the surprising sources of the
results unearthed in this paper. I summarize these sources because in
that way I not only accentuate the importance of paying close attention
to usage, but also illustrate why philosophy shouldn’t be composed of
specialized studies, the sort of thing we (often) find in the sciences, and
that proves to be so valuable for those sciences. Philosophy is a rather
different animal. One reason is that philosophy is concerned with the
topic-neutral elements of our conceptual home, and those topic-neutral
elements are spread across that entire home. This is why deductive
logic and truth have been central topics of philosophy for so long. It’s
also why argumentative fallacies are also a central topic of philosophy:
use/mention errors, as illustrated here, are among the argumentative
fallacies that reasoners are prone to commit.

2. THE SECOND INTRODUCTION

Consider:
Pegasus doesn’t exist.

One of Quine’s (1980) concerns is that in speaking of Pegasus not existing
it seems one is nevertheless speaking of something and noting that the
something doesn’t exist. Going beyond Quine’s discussion of his example,
consider:

Hercules doesn’t exist.

It’s very hard (I say “impossible”—I can’t do it) to avoid the impression—
the “intuition”—that these two sentences are describing two different
things as not existing. But this on the face of it is incoherent. Presuming
the sentences are true, we're not speaking of anything in either case—let
alone two things—when we say that neither Hercules nor Pegasus exist.®

31 call these intuitions “aboutness illusions”. We—we humans—can’t escape the intu-
ition that these sentences are about things, and attributing a property (nonexistence) to
them. This drives Meinongian positions of one sort or another: there are such things—
although they don’t exist, or maybe (even) they don’t have any “being”. But they are, some

thebalticyearbook.lu.lv/
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According to Quine (1980, 2), McX (a fictional philosopher) de-
scribes Pegasus as “an idea in men’s minds.” The idea of Pegasus is what
people are talking about when they describe Pegasus as not existing or
as being the flying horse of Greek mythology. This is confused (as Quine
points out) since what’s being talked about isn’t an idea—the idea (of
Pegasus) isn't itself a nonexistent flying horse of Greek mythology. The
idea (of Pegasus) is of a nonexistent flying horse of Greek mythology.
As the grammar indicates, “Pegasus”, the word, doesn’t refer to an idea.
It refers, as it turns out, to nothing at all. This example, however, makes
it sound like use/mention confusions are blatant confusions, and that
nothing subtle about us or how we cognize, and nothing deep about
usage, drives them. Quine (1980, 2) writes:

McX never confuses the Parthenon with the Parthenon-idea.
The Parthenon is physical; the Parthenon-idea is mental
.... The Parthenon is visible; the Parthenon-idea is invisible.
We cannot easily imagine two things more unlike, and less
liable to confusion, than the Parthenon and the Parthenon-
idea. But when we shift from the Parthenon to Pegasus,
the confusion sets in—for no other reason than that McX
would sooner be deceived by the crudest and most flagrant
counterfeit than grant the nonbeing of Pegasus.”

However, use/mention errors are rampant in mathematics and,

Meingongians say, nevertheless. Or (other Meinongians say), they aren’t; but nevertheless
the sentences in question are about them and the truth values of such sentences are due
to the sentences describing the properties such nonexistent things have. The metaphysics
here (that is) can get perverse—there’s no better word. See Azzouni 2014. Another family
of positions motivated by aboutness illusions—not so perverse—is that there are such
objects but they are socially-constructed items. And yet another family of views targets
our concept of “existence”—this notion is lightweight, these philosophers say, insofar as
anything we talk about exists. So Hercules and Donald Duck exist too, at least according
to any sense that we can make of our notion of “existence”. Left far behind is the ordinary
impression that, of course, when telling a child (debriefing a child) about Santa Claus, a
parent is simply explaining in the most natural way that Santa Claus doesn’t exist, and
that nothing weird—metaphysically speaking—is going on. Some of the things we talk
about exist and some don’t, and unfortunately children (among others) are misled about
which is what.

“In fairness to Quine, it's quite likely he wouldn’t understand this as an example of a
use/mention error—he seems to have restricted such errors only to the words of artificial
and natural languages and their referents.
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derivatively, in physics; and what leads to them in those subject ar-
eas, whatever it is, aren’t concerns with the nonexistent.” Here’s an
example from a physics text, by Landau & Lifshitz (1976, 5), footnote
omitted, italics and bolding theirs:

We can now draw some immediate inferences concerning
the form of the Lagrangian of a particle, moving freely, in an
inertial frame of reference. The homogeneity of space and
time implies that the Lagrangian cannot contain explicitly
either the radius vector r of the particle or the time ¢, i.e.
L must be a function of the velocity v only. Since space
is isotropic, the Lagrangian must also be independent of
the direction of v, and is therefore a function only of its
magnitude, i.e. of v? = v?:

L=L{(?). 3.1

Since the Lagrangian is independent of r, we have Z—Ir“ =0,
and so Lagrange’s equation is

d (JL
a(a)—o’

whence % = constant. Since ‘Z—‘]; is a function of the velocity

only, it follows that

VvV = constant. (3.2)

Thus we conclude that, in an inertial frame, any free mo-
tion takes place with a velocity which is constant in both
magnitude and direction. This is the law of inertia.

It’s impossible to tease out in Landau and Lifshitz’s discussion wherein
the concern is a piece of notation—or instead wherein it concerns a

5I'm leaving aside my nominalism; whether mathematical objects exist or not isn’t an
issue in this paper.

thebalticyearbook.lu.lv/
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mathematical object with certain properties that the Lagrangian nota-
tion designates.® This, as I said, is common in mathematics; it occurs
harmlessly everywhere because many properties of mathematical objects
are reflected in the properties of the notation designating them, and
vice versa. Many beautiful examples occur in abstract algebra where no-
tational concerns, with indices, are treated simultaneously as concerns
with the properties of certain algebraic structures that are designated by
the relevant notation. We may want to charge physicists and mathemati-
cians with “confusions” of use and mention, or we may want to simply
regard it as part of the practice that practitioners seamlessly switch
back and forth without notice between considerations of notation and
considerations of the properties of the objects the notation designates. (I
recommend, of course, the latter position.) Why is this seamless switch-
ing back-and-forth without notice possible? The answer: Because (as I
noted) mathematical notation encodes methods of manipulation that
correspond to properties/relations of the mathematical objects described
by this notation.

The point of this paper is to illustrate in fair detail a third domain
where practitioners—in this case speakers not belonging to any particular
profession—routinely, seamlessly, and systematically slide between use
and mention. These slides occur, for example, between the propositions
attributing knowledge to agents and the knowledge so attributed (what
it is that we know). Apart and additional to “know(s)”, sometimes
propositions and the like are indicated by usage and sometimes it’s what
propositions describe that’s indicated by usage, and sometimes it’s both.
These slippery verbal practices haven’t disturbed our ordinary ways of
attributing knowledge, justifying our claims, and providing evidence for
what we believe; they have disturbed (to put it mildly) philosophical
attempts to understand what we’re doing when we do these things.”

6The linguistic phenomenon so-exhibited is the same as in the sentence, “The Marvel
hero Giant Man was so-named because of his size.” No error, per se, is involved, although
this kind of construction—or ones like it (as we’ll see) can lead to errors.

7This isn’t to say that other ways we have of sliding back-and-forth when engaged
in knowledge attributions, to ourselves, and others, don’t create problems for non-
philosophers. Our ways of sliding between cognition and metacognition, for example,
create many problems for philosophers and for non-philosophers (scientists studying
metacognition, for example) as I indicate in Azzouni 2020.
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3. THE THIRD INTRODUCTION

Gettier (1963, 121) begins his paper with several characterizations of
candidate necessary and sufficient conditions for agential knowledge.
Two are:

(a) S knows that P IFF (i) P is true,
(ii) S believes that P, and
(iii) S is justified in believing that P.

(b) S knows that PIFF (i) S accepts P,
(ii) S has adequate evidence for P,
and

(iii) P is true.

Gettier attributes the second characterization to Chisholm; he doesn’t
give an attribution for the first. The subsequent focus of the gigantic
descendant literature has overwhelmingly been on the purported inade-
quacy of justified true belief being necessary and sufficient for knowledge.
As far as the epistemic literature is concerned, that is, the second charac-
terization in terms of acceptance and adequate evidence largely amounts
to the first—certainly with respect to Gettier counterexamples. Gettier
seems to have thought the same since he titled his paper “Is justified true
belief knowledge?” and not “Is sufficiently adequate evidence for an
accepted proposition knowledge?” More recently, explicit discussion of
evidence has emerged, and largely—although not altogether—replaced
talk of justification, e.g., Leite 2024; Salow 2018; and Williamson 2000.
Leite and Williamson, however (as well as others) don’t seem to ac-
knowledge that talk of justification and talk of evidence don’t always
parallel one another. Nor do they acknowledge that the differences may
matter philosophically—specifically with respect to sceptical arguments.

Illustration: Chapter 5 of Leite 2024 is titled “Reclaiming our evi-
dence”. It starts (97) with “the argument from ignorance”—attributed
to DeRose—which is couched in terms of “justification.” Leite continues
his analysis in terms of “justification” until (suddenly) we read (99):

thebalticyearbook.lu.lv/
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It is crucially important here that in ordinary life it is entirely
acceptable to appeal to considerations about the world as
evidence for or against other claims, as reasons for accepting
or rejecting suggestions, proposed hypotheses, and the like.

The discussion then continues in terms of “evidence” (although,
when discussing Pritchard 2016, Leite switches temporarily to “rational
support”, which is the phrase Pritchard uses); no worry seems to arise
on his part that the debating ground may have switched along with the
terminology. Leite continues to speak in terms of “evidence” until (106)
we read:

So your belief is not Sensitive, but you have knowledge
nonetheless. It should be obvious that the same point would
apply to reasonable and justified belief, as well as to the
notion having good or adequate reason to believe. We can
thus have excellent evidence in favor of a belief even if that
belief is not Sensitive.

The last sentence indicates how “justified”, “reasonable”, and “hav-
ing excellent evidence” are all being presumed to largely come to the
same thing. I really don’t want to sound accusatory here because I've
sometimes run “evidence” and “justification” together myself in earlier
work (see Chapter 5 of Azzouni 2025, for an example). By way of
explanation, these words really do overlap a lot: one can sometimes
be smoothly replaced with the other, and vice versa. Unfortunately,
they don’t overlap entirely, and the ways they fail to overlap can affect
the trajectories of certain arguments that arise between sceptics and
anti-sceptics. That’s one of the things this paper is about.®

Genuine synonyms, it must be stressed, are virtually nonexistent
in natural languages; and sometimes that matters philosophically. It
matters, I show here, with respect to “justify” and “justification” on the

8How I've approached sceptical arguments in Azzouni 2025 sidesteps the differences
between “evidence” and “justification”. This is largely because I'm there focused on
“justification”, and only tend to use “evidence” when it’s natural in the context—which are
cases, as it turns out, where the words are largely interchangeable. (Whew!) As it also
turns out (see Section 13), justification is the central notion that sceptics should rely on
to mount their knowledge challenges—and not evidence. So I'm being fair to the sceptic
in that book by focusing primarily on justification and not evidence. (Again: Whew!)
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one hand, and “evidence” on the other. These, it turns out, aren’t close
in ways that determine what relationships between these words and
“know(s),” “knowledge,” and “belief” are possible. The result, as so often
happens, is natural language being (yet again) treacherous for those
unwary philosophers who don’t pay sufficient attention to it. Specifically,
there are interesting and significant differences between these words
that bear on Cartesian sceptical scenarios.

A rough sketch of how these words deviate from one another and how
this can affect the analysis of when we have knowledge and when we don’t
vis-a-vis sceptical scenarios: The evidence of one’s hands is something an
agent can have if they’re in a normal world (the one we think we’re in)—
and have hands. Having hands is evidence that bears directly against
the possibility that the agent in question is instead a brain in a vat.
Correspondingly, an agent hasn’t the evidence of their hands if they’re a
brain in a vat neurologically connected to a computer feeding them the
illusion that they have hands). And yet, despite this asymmetry in the
possession of evidence, the agents may not be justified in either case in
believing that they have hands. That is, an agent in the normal world
having evidence for their having hands doesn’t enable the ruling out
of the possibility that, unbeknownst to them, they’re a brain in a vat
without hands in the way that a justification for believing that it isn’t
possible that one is a brain in a vat can rule it out. And this point benefits
the sceptic (at least initially) because to meet the sceptical brain-in-a-vat
challenge the anti-sceptic has to go after the possibility of being a brain
in a vat directly. That possibility, if it obtains, changes the evidence that
the believer in hands has for thinking they have hands. The believer
in hands who’s a brain in a vat thinks they have evidence that they
have hands. But even if the person isn’t a brain in a vat, if the sceptical
scenario is a real one, the agent in question has to rule that out in order
to be justified in thinking they have hands, even if they have plenty of
evidence that they have hands.’

?Conee & Feldman (2008, 99-100) don’t quite agree. In a case of epistemic twins
where one is looking at a tree and the other is looking at an identical-looking facsimile of
a tree, they think those twins have the same “ultimate evidence.” By introducing jargon
that enables a distinction between “kinds” of evidence, this finesses away the point that,
as we ordinarily speak, such twins have different evidence. I'll discuss this in more detail
in Section 14.

thebalticyearbook.lu.lv/
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4. THAT-CLAUSES AND WHAT THEY REFER TO

Consider the sentence:
That John is running again is a wonderful thing.

This isn’t an expression of how wonderful the proposition ‘John is running
again” is—notice that quotation marks aren’t required. What’s clearly
being described as wonderful is an event or a series of events—what’s
wonderful is that John has, again, taken up an athletic activity. What'’s
being described as wonderful, thus (I'll often use this phrase going
forward), is a worldly conglomeration of relations and objects intentionally
induced by John.'° Suppose someone instead says:

‘John is running again” is a wonderful thing.
Or they say:
The proposition John is running is a wonderful thing.
Or:
The proposition that John is running is a wonderful thing.

For these locutions to be acceptable, an appropriate backstory is needed
according to which the speaker is explicitly comparing various propo-
sitions (or sentences)—linguistic items—and describing some of them
as wonderful things. Upshot: To speak about a proposition, to discuss
its properties, is one thing (e.g., that the proposition is hard to under-
stand; that the proposition is surprising; that the proposition itself—its
beautifully-intricate semantic structure—is wonderful). To talk about
what a proposition is about—its content, as it’s sometimes put—is dif-
ferent (e.g., that John is running again is hard to understand—since his
injuries haven’t fully healed; that John is running again is surprising

10Many philosophers are tempted to use the word “fact” to refer to these worldly
conglomerations. In fact (ha, ha), many of these same philosophers are tempted to wax
metaphysical about facts. I don’t think the metaphysics is needed or justified but issues
about the metaphysics of “facts” lie apart from the topics of this paper. Nevertheless,
we need a term like “fact” to label what must be distinguished from a proposition that’s
true—namely what that true proposition describes. I'll take this up in Section 5.
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because he’s claimed so often he’ll never run again; that John is running
again is wonderful because running is healthy). One lesson of this and
the next couple of sections is that what propositions describe is often run
together with the propositions themselves—these are use/mention errors.
Another lesson is that it’s easy to do this, and there are reasons for why it
happens, among them those having to do with ease of communication.

Notice: “that John is running again” operates grammatically like a
noun in the above examples; ‘John is running again” is a declarative
sentence. So, the specific worldly conglomeration of relations and
objects that’s referred to by “that John is running again” is the same
worldly conglomeration of relations and objects that’s described by the
sentence ‘John is running again.” For convenience, I'll use the italicized
word “relatum” to describe the worldly conglomeration of relations and
objects that, respectively, what “that John is running again” refers to and
what ‘John is running again” describes. Common philosophical phrases
for these are “facts” (as I mentioned in note 10) and “states of affairs”;
and there are other phrases philosophers employ as well.

5. NON-EXISTENT CONGLOMERATIONS OF EVENTS AND OBJECTS

Consider again:
That John is running again is a wonderful thing.

Suppose, however, John isn’t running again. What does “That John is
running again” refer to in this case? It’s clear that it can’t be a worldly
conglomeration of relations and objects intentionally induced by John
because there’s no such thing. However, that doesn’t license us to think
that the proposition ‘John is running again” is what’s being described as
wonderful. The distinction between propositions and that-clauses on
the one hand, and what they describe/refer to, on the other, remains;
it’s just that in the case of false sentences, nothing is described by the
propositions expressed and nothing is referred to by the corresponding
that-clauses.

That-clauses function in these examples like nouns; and the same
issue arises with them as arises with noun-phrases, generally—as I
indicated in Section 2. Specifically: some names refer, “Barack Obama”,
and some don’t—“Mickey Mouse”. Nevertheless, one doesn’t want to
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say that when claiming that Mickey Mouse is more famous than any
politician, or when claiming that Mickey Mouse doesn’t exist, that one’s
talking about the word “Mickey Mouse”, or the physical drawings, or the
concept of Mickey Mouse. We aren’t saying of those things that they’re
more famous than any politician and that they don’t exist. Or if we
are, we're making very different claims from the straightforward ones
that Mickey Mouse is more famous than any politician or that Mickey
Mouse doesn’t exist. As I mentioned in Section 2, Quine (1980) warns
us against making this kind of mistake. It’s a use/mention error, in my
broadened sense.

It’s a tangled longstanding metaphysical question that intrudes into
philosophy of language: how is it possible to talk about something that
doesn’t exist and how is it possible to say something true (or false)
about what doesn’t exist? I've long discussed this issue'’ but for current
purposes we need only the following: Whatever it is “that John is running
again” refers to (if anything at all), it isn’t a proposition; it’s either a
worldly conglomeration of objects and relations or it’s nothing at all, or
it’s what a worldly conglomeration of objects and relations amounts to
when such a conglomeration isn’t realized (doesn’t exist).'?

I'll try to encapsulate this with some jargon. When a proposition is
true, and it describes a worldly conglomeration of objects and relations,
that conglomeration obtains, and the corresponding that-clause refers
to that very conglomeration. When the proposition isn’t true, no con-
glomeration of objects and relations obtains; instead I use the phrase
“purported”. I'll also use “purported” when I'm speaking generally about
the relata of propositions and that-clauses, and where the propositions
may or may not be true and the that-clauses may or may not refer. This

Hgee, e.g., Azzouni 2010, Azzouni 2004. My view, perhaps notorious, is that although
words such as “Hercules,” and “Donald Duck” refer to nothing at all, the semantics of
English allows sentences containing them to have varying truth values, for example,
“Donald Duck is less famous than Hercules” (true) or “the ancient Greeks worshipped
Donald Duck” (false). That is, there are sentences of natural languages with such words
that differ in their truth values even though the things the sentences are talking about
don’t exist. Also see Collins 2022, 2025.

12what would that be? Well, that depends on the metaphysical tastes of one or another
particular philosopher. Perhaps it’s a possible worldly conglomeration of objects and
relations that isn’t “actualized”, or perhaps it’s one or another kind of Meinongian object.
For current purposes, the details of the metaphysics of what doesn’t exist don’t matter. We
just want to avoid confounding use and mention.
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is a different use of “purported”, than the first, but using it both ways
won’t lead to problems.

We're (sadly) not yet free of the complications that the nonexistent
plagues us with. Consider the sentence,

Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald Duck.

This sentence is true, and yet there is no worldly conglomeration of ob-
jects and relations that this sentence describes. That is, correspondingly,
“that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald Duck” doesn’t refer
to a worldly conglomeration of objects and relations, because the only
candidate for this purported conglomeration would be the much-sharper
relation between Sherlock Holmes and Donald Duck, and since these
items don’t exist, no instance of the much-sharper relation is instantiated
by them. What is true is that there are many worldly conglomerations
of objects and relations that are why “Sherlock Holmes is much sharper
than Donald Duck” is true; but these things and their relations aren’t
described by this sentence.'?

Nevertheless, “that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald
Duck” doesn’t refer to anything linguistic. Ordinary language allows
us to say that “it’s a fact that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than
Donald Duck”, so I'll canonize this usage as jargon by saying that “that
Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald Duck” refers to the fact
that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald Duck. Consider a
situation where people are arguing over the character traits of fictional
characters. It can be said, emphatically:

It’s a fact that King Lear had three daughters.

Imagine, that is, a debate about how insightful King Lear is about the
people around him, including his family. Someone could make the point
that he had three daughters, as a way of indicating something obvious
that King Lear missed. What allows this is that “It’s a fact that...” also

3What conglomerations are these? The answer: Ones involving stories, cartoons,
movies, and the like. For current purposes, we describe these things as existing, even
though—to repeat—they aren’t the topics of the sentence describing Sherlock Holmes as
much sharper than Donald Duck. See Azzouni 2017, Sections 4.6-4.8 for further discussion
of my theory of truths—of what it is about the world that makes various propositions (or
sentences) true. Also see Collins 2025 for what strikes me as a similar (or possibly the
same) theory of truths.
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applies to the relata of truths, when those relata are things that don’t
exist, and therefore, aren’t in instantiated relations.
We must be careful. I wrote earlier:

“that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald Duck”
refers to the fact that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than
Donald Duck.

This is just to say that “that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than
Donald Duck” is a fact. That is, “that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper
than Donald Duck” co-refers with “the fact that Sherlock Holmes is much
sharper than Donald Duck”. That is, Sherlock Holmes is much sharper
than Donald Duck is a fact, where the “is,” here, is the “is of predication”
and not the “is of identity.” To instead use the “is” of identity, modify the
previous sentence: That Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald
Duck is the fact that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald
Duck.

“Factiveness” is a property being attributed to the relata of true
statements and not those of false statements. More than that: to say,
“that Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald Duck is a fact” is to
say something in some respects similar to—but not the same as—saying
that: “Sherlock Holmes is much sharper than Donald Duck” is true. It’s
so easy to stumble here, to confuse use and mention.

We should leave for another day the question of what facts are
metaphysically speaking.'* The important point, going forward, is that
facts are factive. We speak of a that-clause referring to the fact that
[...], when the proposition that corresponds to the that-clause is true.
When the proposition corresponding to a that-clause is false, then the
that-clause doesn’t refer to a fact. I'm very very tempted to call what a
that-clause (“that [...]”) refers to in this second case a phact that [... ].
But I won’t: I'll call these “purported facts that ....” This jargon isn’t

4Maybe there are just the relata of that-clauses, and the relata of that-clauses that
correspond to true propositions are deemed facts. That’s how I'm inclined to think. To
speak thus of facts, however, is convenient, and enables the introduction of convenient
truths (propositions about facts). That, however, doesn’t require us to introduce any sort
of complicated fact-metaphysics. Maybe (here’s another approach) in the case of true
sentences about worldly matters, the corresponding facts exist too—structured conglom-
erations of objects and relations—although they don’t when the true sentences are about
nonexistent items. Again: the metaphysics of facts is a matter for another day.
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perfect because of the phrase “purported fact”—because “purported”
implicates that the relatum of the proposition is something that people
think could obtain, and people needn’t think that. Really, phact would
be the best choice for jargon here, but as I said, I'll stick with “purported
fact”.

Notice: We can say, for emphasis, “That John is running again
is a fact”. This isn’t to say the sentence ‘John is running again” is a
fact, nor that what the sentence ‘John is running again” expresses—
the proposition—is a fact. A proposition isn’t a fact; it can describe
something that is a fact, in this case the fact that John is running again.
The relatum of “It’s a fact that John is running again” is the same as
the relatum of ‘John is running again” when ‘John is running again” is
true. Neither are propositions, neither are linguistic. Fact-talk parallels
truth-talk in interesting ways—primarily that one use of both kinds of
talk is for emphasis. We can also use fact-talk the way we use truth-talk
to facilitate quantification over what we take to be true or over what we
take the facts to be. Just as we can say that “everything Einstein said
on September 29, 1940 is true”, we can also say that “everything Ein-
stein said on September 29, 1940 is a fact”. Truth-talk (see Section 6)
usually involves property attributions to propositions or sentences; fact-
talk involves property attributions to what propositions or sentences
describe.

6. WHAT IS A PROPOSITION?

Here’s something else to be careful about: what is a proposition? It’s a
natural way to speak—one that philosophers have taken up and that I've
used in Section 5—to talk about propositions as things that declarative
sentences “express”.'>>¢ Like “fact,” this bit of usage can (and has) led
to a lot of metaphysics—impelled, in part, by the heard implication that
what sentences “express” are entities of some sort. It’s best to minimize
assumptions about propositions—at least for current purposes—so I
here characterize a proposition as an interpreted sentence. That is, to

15E.g., Williamson 2000, 195: “What follows ‘why’ is a declarative sentence, expressing
the proposition to be explained....”

16Use/mention conflation beckons. Another use, in the vernacular, of “express” is
directed towards the world, e.g., the truism that ‘John is running again”, expresses the
fact that John is running again.
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say that a sentence “expresses” a particular proposition is to say only
that the sentence—as a pure syntactic object—is being interpreted a
particular way. This I claim (but won’t show in this paper with detailed
usage data) is compatible with how we ordinarily use “proposition”.

This deflated notion of proposition is nevertheless sufficient to raise
issues that are also faced by richer notions of propositions. The spe-
cific point I want to stress here is that propositions and that-clauses,
respectively, are especially intimate with what they describe and refer to.
They bear—this is a truism—semantic relations to their relata. But, as
a result, they themselves have properties derived from their relata; for
example, ‘John is running again”—the proposition—has the property of
containing a noun-phrase that refers to John. Strikingly, these semantic
relations enable us to describe properties of propositions or that-clauses
and thereby describe properties of the relata of these propositions or
that-clauses without mentioning the relata themselves.

I'll illustrate this with an easy and paradigmatic example: the word
“true”. ‘John is running again” describes, as I've said, a certain purported
conglomeration of objects and relations; when true, the purported con-
glomeration of objects and relations obtains. “John is running again’
is true” describes a property of the proposition ‘John is running again”;
however, in doing that, that statement indirectly expresses something
about a proposition via its equivalence to a statement describing a cer-
tain purported worldly conglomeration of objects and relations. This
equivalence—a Tarski biconditional (‘John is running again” is true iff
John is running again)'’—is rooted in what “true” means, but it’s so
natural to rely on the equivalence between the truth of a proposition and
what that proposition describes that some philosophers have (mistak-
enly) identified the attribution of truth to a proposition with a description
of a purported worldly conglomeration of objects and relations that that
proposition describes.'® These are different. One is a statement about
a proposition; the other is a statement about things in the world that
aren’t propositions, but we naturally slide from one to the other. As

1780 called because Tarski (1983) singled them out as important for any theory of truth.

8That is, some philosophers—“truth-deflationists”—have taken the proposition “‘John
is running again’ is true” to be the proposition ‘John is running again” even though the
first proposition is about John and that he’s running again, and the second is about a
proposition that describes John as running again. See Azzouni 2018 for discussion and
references.
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we’ll see in later sections, this sliding from talk of what that-clauses
purportedly refer to or propositions purportedly describe to talk of (cer-
tain) properties of the that-clauses or propositions themselves is easy to
do in the vernacular but leads philosophers to mistakenly think certain
notions—notably, knowledge and evidence—are about propositions or
that-clauses when in fact they’re about what propositions (purport to)
describe or what that-clauses (purport to) refer to.

7. SHE SAID, SHE SAID

Recall that I noted at the end of Section 5 that we can say either that
“Everything Einstein said on September 29, 1940 is true” or that “Ev-
erything Einstein said on September 29", 1940 is a fact.” This indicates
that the word “said” has a double role. When what follows S said is in
quotations, what’s attributed to S is the saying of a proposition. When
what follows S said is a that-clause, what’s attributed to S is the relatum
of a proposition presumably uttered by S. We can say:

(I) Sarah said, ‘John is running again.”
Sarah said that John is running again.
Sarah told me that John is running again.

Sarah told me, ‘John is running again.”

All of these are acceptable. It’s clear that when quotations are involved,
the Sarah-said sentence is false if Sarah did not utter the expression
‘John is running again.” We can double-check by saying: “Did Sarah say
that?” or more commonly “Did Sarah actually say that?” If Sarah said
anything other than ‘John is running again,” a correction is called for.
The item that’s said or told is a particular proposition.

Indirect quotation is a little more complicated. First, since what
follows “said” or “told” without quotations is a that-clause, above, “that
John is running again”, what is literally said or told in those cases is
a relatum of the that-clause, not a proposition. However, there’s a
difference here between “tells” and “