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The Problem of Negative
Existentials Inadvertently Solved

Greg Ray

The problem of negative existentials is one of the classic problems in philosophy of
language. I am going to argue that latter-day developments in semantics resolved this
problem without our help, but due to accidents of history no one noticed. The aim
of the current essay is to make a case for this thesis.

For the purposes of this essay, I will take the problem of negative existentials to be
constituted by the apparent tension between the following two points.

(I1) Our native intuitions favor the possibility of true negative existential
sentences, e.g. ’Pegasus does not exist’. Other things being equal, our account
of natural language should accord with this intuition.

(I2) But on reflection, we find it puzzling how any negative existentials could be
true. If our theory of language nonetheless allows for such truths, we expect
the theory to make their possibility explicable.

There are various ways of articulating the ground of the reflection in (I2). Here is
one. If the negative existential claim is true, then the name involved must not refer
to anything, and so it seems the negative existential claim could not have said of
something that it did not exist, and hence no true claim would seem to have been
made.

There are different ways to attempt a solution to the problem, and the characteri-
zation of the problem which I have given is not entirely neutral with respect to them.
I am not too concerned with this here, as I am only concerned with one particular
sort of solution—one according to which the negative existentials which intuitively
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ought to be true are true, and where the theory which yields this also removes any
sense of mystery attaching to true negative existentials.

10.1 The Solution from Truth-Theoretic Semantics

Now, there are a number of philosophers, working within the truth-theoretic
framework, who have aimed to solve the problem of negative existentials—e.g. Tyler
Burge (1974), Richard Larson and Gabriel Segal (1995), and, at book-length, Mark
Sainsbury (2005). But when I speak of truth-theoretic semantics solving the problem
of negative existentials, I do not mean these sorts of offerings. These are people who
are working hard to make their truth-theoretic semantics handle the problem in some
satisfactory way. In each of these cases, the core idea is to drive the semantic theory on
offer with a non-standard logic. But hard work and stratagems are not what interest
me, because it turns out they are entirely unnecessary here. The point I want to make
is that straight-up, classical-if-you-like truth-theoretic semantics already solves the
problem of negative existentials without special work—without our even lifting a
finger.1

I would now like to sketch out a canonical truth-theoretic semantics for a simple
language. It will be very simple—no quantifiers, no indexicals, no tenses, no opaque
contexts, etc. From this simple case, it will be easy to see that including more complex
language elements will not unseat the solution.

10.1.1 Names Axiom

To begin, we will suppose our simple semantic theory to be outfitted with syntactic
axioms which tell us, in particular, which strings are the (proper) names of the target
language.

(N) For all x, x is a name iff x is ‘Abel’ or x is ‘Bettina’ or . . .

10.1.2 Reference Axiom

We will also want our theory to specify what these names refer to (if anything), and
so we will give our theory a comprehensive reference axiom, such as the following.

(R) For all x, and for all names, n, n refers to x iff either (n is ‘Abel’ and x is
Abel) or (n is ‘Bettina’ and x is Bettina) or . . .

We do not presuppose that every item declared a name by (N) will have a corre-
sponding clause in (R), because we want precisely to leave open the possibility that
there are terms in our target language which are to be counted in the category of

1 One does not have to think truth-theoretic semantics is the answer to all things to accept the solution.
For example, one does not need to be some kind of Davidsonian to accept the result. The truth-theoretic
semantics here is just a way of saying something about the semantics of language. There might be other
things one would like to say about the language that the truth-theoretic semantics does not house—the
point is just that, being able to say just this much, we can already see the easy resolution of the problem.
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names but which nonetheless (for whatever reason) do not refer to anything. About
such non-referring names, (R) will have nothing to say.2

10.1.3 Predicates Axiom and Predication Axiom

Likewise, our theory will have a syntactic axiom identifying which strings are to be
counted as the basic predicates of the language. To this we add a comprehensive
predication axiom (for each order of predicate).

(P) For all sentences S, unary predicates, P, names, n, if S is the subject-
predication of n by P then S is true iff either (i) P is ‘is round’ and the referent
of n is round, or (ii) P is ’is prime’ and the referent of n is prime, or . . .

While it is typical to express this part of a truth theory in separate predication axioms
for each predicate, so long as our basic vocabulary is finite, there is no harm in
drawing them together as here.3

All we care about here is that our predication axiom, in conjunction with the
others, helps us, in the usual way, to deliver canonical subject-predicate theorems
such as:

‘Abel is round’ is true iff Abel is round.

10.1.4 Negation Axiom

Finally, we will outfit our theory with a standard negation axiom.4

For all sentences, P and Q, if P is the (syntactic) negation of Q, then P is true
iff Q is not true.

That is all. I hope that this bit of a truth-theoretic semantics seemed generally familiar
and trick-free.

Now we simply follow the logic out. From this theory we can prove very simply
that every negative existential sentence built with a non-referring name is true and
those built from referring names are false, just as desired à la (I1).

To see this, let’s suppose our theory includes ‘Pegasus’ as among the non-referring
names of our target language and ‘exists’ as among its predicates. Then we will

2 It is perhaps more typical for a truth theory to be given a separate reference axiom for each (referring)
name, instead of accomplishing this with a single comprehensive axiom, but as far as I can see there is
nothing behind this particular choice of formalization on the part of those who make it. The important
virtue in using a comprehensive reference axiom is that our theory will very sensibly imply that every name
refers to something (if that is so) and, more pertinent for us, it will imply of any given non-referring name
(if there are any) that it does not refer to anything. It seems to me a curious (and probably unconsidered)
lapse in typical formulations of semantic truth theories that they do not imply such semantic truths.

3 Recall that our simple example language has no quantifiers, so our predicate clauses can be just this
simple.

4 Our negation axiom is permissive in the sense of only requiring the negated sentence to be not true,
as opposed to requiring explicitly its falsehood. To use the more restrictive condition here, we would need
to rework the predication axiom so that it delivered falsehood conditions for simple sentences as well as
conditions of their truth. I take the simpler route for expository purposes.
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easily and canonically prove the following truth condition for the familiar negative
existential.5

(TC) ‘Pegasus does not exist’ is true iff it is not the case that the referent of
‘Pegasus’ exists.

Since our semantic theory also proves

There is nothing to which ‘Pegasus’ refers

we can easily prove the happy result that

‘Pegasus does not exist’ is true.

And, of course, we will be able to do likewise for every non-referring name of the
target language.6

I have just shown how a canonical spelling out of a theory of truth conditions
gives the intuitively right truth conditions to negative existential sentences without
our really having to make any special provisions for this, but just as a result of setting
the theory out in an intuitive manner.7

The astute reader will have noticed that (TC) is not a T-sentence, because the
sentence used on the right side is not a translation of the sentence mentioned on the
left and this might occasion some unease. Indeed, (TC) is not a T-sentence, nor is it
intended to be. It does, however, state a correct truth condition for the target sentence
and this is all we require of it here. I will say more in §10.3 about the relation between
our truth theory and truth-theoretic theories of meaning, because there T-sentences
have a special role to play.8

10.2 On the Matter of Free Logic

Since we allowed non-referring names in our object language and set out to make
certain sentences using them true, it is no surprise that the object language our
semantics describes will not have a standard logic—the object language we have

5 From (P), we will get: “Pegasus exists” is true iff either [(i) “exists” is “is round” and the referent of n
is round, or (ii) “exists” is “is prime” and the referent of n is prime, or . . . (ii) “exists” is “exists” and the
referent of n exists or . . .], which will quickly resolve to “Pegasus exists” is true iff “exists” is “exists” and
the referent of n exists; and then to “Pegasus exists” is true iff the referent of n exists. Simple logic and our
canonical negation axiom get us the rest of the way.

6 And we get the contrary result for every referring name, if we are allowed something like this principle:
from “there is an x, ϕx” infer “there is an x, ϕx and x exists”. If “exists” is treated as a logical predicate, this
inference will count as purely logical.

7 One could likewise contrive to get certain true negative predications with correspondingly “empty”
predicates—that is, if we allowed terms picked out by our predicates axiom which had no corresponding
clause in our predication axiom. It is less clear to me that this would be a desirable result. One would need
to be swayed by considerations such as this: If I ask, “Are you a boojum?”, it seems correct to answer, “No,
I am not a boojum. Nothing is a boojum.”

8 David Braun (1993, 452) briefly considers the problem of negative existentials in a truth-theoretic
framework, but there seems to make the mistake of supposing that something could not give a correct
truth condition for a sentence without being meaning-giving—in effect ruling out (TC) because it is not
a T-sentence.
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described will be governed by some sort of negative free logic. However, we should
observe that getting to this place did not depend on our supposing that the language
of our semantic theory is anything but classical. 9

This means that there is no need to make a case for starting in a free-logical setting,
and no need to make potentially controversial use of “free-logical statements” in
the theory. This is in striking contrast to the free-logical solutions offered by Burge,
Larson and Segal, and Sainsbury. All of these set out by proposing a semantic theory
couched in a free-logical metalanguage and this is crucial for their strategy for getting
results. Nothing like this is in the offing here. Here, everything in sight may be
construed classically. We do not need to strike out in a new, free-logical direction, all
we need do is examine carefully the thing we were doing already with truth-theoretic
semantics to see that the answer is already there.

I promised that we were going to get our solution out of a garden-variety truth-
conditional semantic theory, but now that it is clear that our semantics makes the
object language out to be one that has a free logic, you might suspect that the
semantic theory must not be so garden-variety after all once we expand our ambit
to account for quantifiers in the object language. After all, in free logic, classical
quantifier rules must get replaced with free-logical quantifier rules, and so this looks
like it might lead to having to work out some non-standard approach to the quantifier
semantics.

So, what happens when we bring quantification into the picture? Do we not have to
do something special here? The answer is “No”. The semantic clauses for the universal
and existential quantifiers can stay entirely unchanged. What you do not get is the
ability to justify on the basis of these semantic clauses, a derivation rule of, say,
universal instantiation that allows the free substitution of any name.10 Thus and still,
the only real change we have admitted to our truth-conditional semantics is to allow
that there are non-referring names in the object language. Period.

10.3 How to Build Your Meaning Theory

While our truth theory was worked out in a very natural way with canonical compo-
nents, one might wonder whether such a theory could be pressed into service the
Davidsonian way to do the work of a meaning theory. We notice right away that the
sort of sentences that we have picked up on in our theory,

(TC) “Pegasus does not exist” is true iff it is not the case that the referent of
“Pegasus” exists.

9 It is worth noting that our semantic theory is entirely unchanged if we suppose instead the language of
that theory to be of the same ilk as the language it is about. That is, our semantic theory could be construed
without change as expressed in a metalanguage that is free logical in the same sense as it portrays the object
language as being. Our theory goes over without modification since it uses no non-referring terms, and
hence would in any case reside within the classical core of an assumed free-logical metalanguage.

10 The loss of such a classical derivation rule pulls no independent weight—i.e. cannot be a ground for
objection against the view—because such derivation rules just presuppose that the names involved refer.
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are not apt for the sort of treatment a Davidsonian gives to his or her distinguished
class of T-form sentences, namely as sentences for which we might expect to be able to
replace “is true iff ” with “means that” salva veritate. The reason this does not work
is that some of the terminology of our semantic theory remains on the right-hand
side of these bi-conditionals. To take these to be meaning-giving would be to take
proper names to be a kind of disguised metalinguistic description (as in ‘the referent
of “Pegasus”’). We do not want that.11

Still, there is a way to turn our kind of theory to Davidsonian ends. We can take
advantage of the following fact: from a non-interpretive T-form sentence like

(A) “Abel is happy” is true iff the referent of “Abel” is happy.

which features a lingering, semantically laden narrow-scope definite description, we
can infer a corresponding quantified bi-conditional where the description takes wide
scope and this condition will be the appropriate meaning-giving T-sentence that the
Davidsonian is looking for.

(B) The referent, x, of “Abel” is such that “Abel is happy” is true iff x is happy.12

Giving the description widest scope in a truth-preserving way depends on supposing
the description is not improper.13 Given the non-empty name, “Abel”, we get just what
we wanted, but this leaves out of account precisely the sentences with empty names
in them. So, we can deliver the desired meaning-giving T-form sentences—but only
for “classical” sentences.

But this is exactly how it should be. The classical Davidsonian theory never did
deliver meanings for sentences with vacuous terms. And this is as it should be. While
we do not have to say such sentences are meaningless—this is at best misleading,

11 Similarly wrong meaning ascriptions would turn up for indexicals and demonstratives if we
mishandled them in similar ways.

12 One might worry that this does not have the right form for a T-sentence, especially since the
antecedent clause of this sentence is still semantically laden. However, this is in fact what T-sentences will
look like generally anyway once we admit context-sensitive terms. The T-sentence given here is quite of a
piece with the form of T-sentence you get for sentences with indexicals and demonstratives, e.g. Lepore and
Ludwig (2007, 116, 120), albeit a good deal of the semantic relativization is suppressed there by restricted
quantification and shorthand conventions.

13 This is a simplification of the matter, because the description in question will often be quantified
into. The claims being made here are backed by what is essentially a generalization of theorem *14.15
of Principia Mathematica (1927, i. 179). The generalized result says, roughly, that the scope of a definite
description can be widened ad libitum within the confines of any quantifiers that bind variables within
it, so long as the description remains proper* under the widened scope. Making sense of this requires
generalizing the notion of proper description in the natural way to cover the case of descriptions bound
from without.

We are also assuming the description is not embedded in an intensional context in the original T-form
sentence. This is okay insofar as our semantic theory is couched in a language that admits of an extensional
logic. The only hazard we might face here is what might be required of the theory in order to handle
intensional idioms in the object language. On this point, it will suffice for our purposes simply to note that
it is part of the Davidsonian project from the get-go to treat even apparently intensional object-language
idioms with an extensional meaning meta-theory. Thus, if one is otherwise succeeding in the Davidsonian
project, we should not have a problem here either.
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since it throws such sentences in the same bucket as gibberish—it should be no part
of anyone’s expectation that a meaning theory be able to express something true and
meaningful with a statement of the form:14

“Mnmnmn exists” means that Mnmnmn exists

where “Mnmnmn” is a vacuous name.
So, while it would be preemptory to say such a sentence is meaningless (if only

because it is grammatically formed from parts some of which are meaningful), it is
certainly not fully meaningful, and so there is naturally enough a problem with saying
what it means in this sort of means-that way. Our going-in expectation should be that
such meaning claims must be false. We will say something more about this in the next
section.

So, we now seem to have arrived at a view according to which some sentences
with vacuous names—like negative existential sentences—have a truth-value even
though they are not fully meaningful. In fact, it is provable from the semantics for the
language that these sentences are true. And these results are good results: we wanted
to think that such negative existentials were true, and, at the same time, we want to
say that sentences with empty names are not fully meaningful—this is part of what
puzzled us about them.15 We have arrived at this place by spelling out a truth theory
in a natural way and connecting it up with truth-theoretic meaning theory in the
most obvious way.

10.4 The Question of Material Adequacy

Consider the following T-form sentence.

(TS) “Pegasus does not exist” is true iff Pegasus does not exist.

Is this not a T-sentence and won’t it be a failing of our theory not to entail it? We
can prove from the semantic theory here proposed a semantic truth condition like
(TC) for each “Pegasus”-involving sentence, and, in fact, can prove the truth or
falsity of each such sentence outright. However, none of these semantic truth condi-
tions that are theorems of our theory will be a bona fide T-sentence. Remember, our
scope-widening strategy for obtaining meaning-giving T-sentences only worked on
sentences with non-empty names. Hence, the closest we get with “Pegasus” is the
theorem

(TC) “Pegasus does not exist” is true iff it is not the case that the referent of
“Pegasus” exists.

14 It seems to me that Burge, Larson and Segal, and Sainsbury all make the crucial mistake of thinking
they are beholden to just such an expectation.

15 One referee for this chapter objected to the claim that it was part of our going-in intuition that
negative existential sentences were not fully meaningful. But I think it must be allowed that a name
which lacks a referent be considered not fully meaningful for lacking a semantic value fundamental to
our simple commonsense conception of the contribution of such lexical items to the semantic values of the
sentences in which they appear. If this does not immediately convince, the next section provides additional
argumentative support.



negative existentials inadvertently solved 269

Our semantic theory does not provide any means for using the name “Pegasus” as
would be required to make a theorem of (TS). Unlike Burge and others we do not
employ free-logical reference clauses, and our semantic theory is entirely classical
(compatible with the assumption of a classical metalanguage). I will argue that it is
not a deficit of our theory that it does not produce such sentences.

The one reason it might look like a deficit is based on the idea that such sentences
are T-sentences and since our theory does not generate them, our proposed truth-
conditional semantics does not meet Tarski’s material adequacy condition. For
example, Burge (1974, 316) claims that the free-logical semantic theory he proposes
can be proved to meet Tarski’s condition, and he goes on to make it a critical point
that other accounts cannot do likewise (317). I think this reason is a bad one and I
aim here to say why.

To respond to this sort of objection, we should review first our understanding of
the material adequacy condition. The first thing to note is that it is quite plain that
Tarski’s material adequacy condition—as proposed by Tarski—was never meant to
cover sentences with empty names. Of the few example systems that Tarski works
with none feature non-designating names. But we can argue more strongly as follows.
In working toward his own solution to the problem of truth definition that he set
himself, Tarski considers and rejects strategies that would require the abandonment
of classical logic (Tarski 1935, 164–5; 1944, 348), and this shows that Tarski was not
considering languages with empty names—since his own formulation of Convention
T otherwise implies an abandonment of classical logic. Thus, when Tarski insisted on
the material adequacy condition as a success condition for a truth definition, it was
with respect to a domain that excluded empty names.

So, even if you thought Tarski was onto something with his material adequacy
condition, it is simply not a given that the very same demand will make good sense
in the wider arena of language systems which may have non-denoting names. And in
fact, I now want to argue that there is good reason to think that the material adequacy
condition does not extend to “free languages” without due modification—and that,
if modified properly, would not tell against the proposal of this essay.

To see this, we need to remind ourselves of what exactly a T-sentence is. A T-
sentence is a sentence with a certain logical form, but being a T-sentence is not fully
a formal matter. Consider a sentence of the form

s is true if and only if P

where “P” is replaced by a sentence of the metalanguage and “s” is replaced by a
structural-descriptive term denoting an object-language sentence. Such a sentence is
not a T-sentence unless the sentence replacing “P” is a translation into the metalan-
guage of the object-language sentence to which the replacement for “s” refers. Only
then would the T-form sentence be a T-sentence. Even if the object-language is
contained in the metalanguage and the sentence put in for “P” is the very same
string as is referred to by the term standing in for “s”—even then, what we have is
a T-sentence only in virtue of the former being a translation of the latter.



270 greg ray

The sense of translation being invoked here (as it was in Tarski) is one that
quite explicitly requires sameness of meaning. So, here is the rub. We have held
that sentences with empty names, while they may have semantically determined
truth conditions, are nonetheless not fully meaningful—precisely because the empty
name(s) involved are semantically defective. But if such sentences are not fully
meaningful, then, I want to suggest, it does not make the kind of sense we want to
make here to talk about such sentences being the same in meaning as some others.

This judgment corresponds with common sense in the matter. We cannot take
seriously the idea of giving a French sentence that is the same in meaning as “the
mome rathes outgrabe”. One might seek a French phrase that, in some sense, kept
the spirit of linguistic play that Lewis Carroll was up to in his poem, but no serious-
minded person should want to maintain that any French-like nonsense phrase one
might offer really means the same thing as Carroll’s original.16

And, while it may be harder to face up to, if you can’t formulate something that
means the same thing in French, you can’t do it in English either. We would only be
fooling ourselves to think that we had managed to do it by saying something like:

“The mome rathes outgrabe” means that the mome rathes outgrabe.

Accordingly, then, we should not think that we have done it for a “Pegasus” sentence
either by saying something like:17

“Pegasus does not exist” means that Pegasus does not exist.

It is time to draw conclusions. I have just been arguing that—in the sense relevant to
the formation of T-sentences—there are no sentences that mean the same thing as any
given “Pegasus”-sentence.18 For a T-form sentence to count as a genuine T-sentence,
the sentence used on the right side of the bi-conditional must translate—be the same
in meaning as—the sentence mentioned on the left. This applies just as much to so-
called disquotational T-form sentences as it does to translational T-form sentences.
It follows from these two points that there are no genuine T-sentences for any sentence
which uses an empty name like “Pegasus”.

If this is correct, any account that took such sentences to be T-sentences would be
mistaken. But it would take just such a mistake to think material adequacy demanded
that our semantics generate such sentences. This shows, incidentally, that what Burge
touted as a virtue of his account is in reality a failing of it.

It is also the case that, if what I have argued is correct, the material adequacy
condition itself cannot just be taken over to the free-logical setting without
amendment. It is clear that adequacy in this context can only require the provability

16 I am, of course, taking Carroll’s latter day “definitions” of these nonsense terms in the spirit in which
Carroll offered them—namely as sporting play. And even if they were thought to mean something in
Carroll-ese, the words are nonetheless nonsense as English.

17 In fact, if names are not to be accorded senses, this means-that sentence has nothing more going for
it than the one we would get by replacing the latter instance of “Pegasus” with “Vulcan”.

18 While not my current main aim, it is worth noting in passing that this gives us yet more reason to
think a meaning theory should not generate means-that sentences for our “Pegasus” sentences.
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of T-sentences for each of the fully meaningful sentences of the object language, and
on this score there is no difficulty for a theory of the sort sketched here.19

Even if a truth-theoretic meaning theory need not (ought not) make of (TS) a
theorem, one still might have the lingering worry that (TS) ought at least to come out
true, even if it is not a theorem of the theory. Fair enough. If our theory is couched in
a language of the same ilk as that theory makes the object language out to be, i.e. one
that admits empty names,20 then, following the general trend of the current analysis,
we have every reason to expect that the sentence “Pegasus does not exist” is after all
true in the metalanguage, too. It follows that the T-form sentence (TS) is likewise true
in the metalanguage. And in fact, we could easily prove it, using a semantic theory
of just the sort we have proposed, but now formulated in a (classical, if you like)
meta-metalanguage and taking our metalanguage as its object.

10.5 The Explanatory Task

Part of the problem of negative existentials was to enable us to see how negative
existential sentences could be true. I would now like to make clear that the sort of
solution I have sketched makes good on this explanatory burden.

The semantic theory shows in a very explicit way how some sentences could
have enough semantic structure to determine a truth-value without yet being fully
meaningful. Such a possibility seems so thoroughly demystified by a compositional
theory of truth conditions that I would be tempted to declare any denial of this
point simply disingenuous. But perhaps the case is not so simple. So, for anyone still
tempted—even in the face of this simple compositional semantics—to say it remains
mysterious how a negative existential claim could be true, I offer this: take a tip from
Plato.

To ancient thinkers it was once a matter of consternation how there could be false
speech. Taken in its historical context, the puzzlement is understandable. Starting
from the simple idea that words are signs for things and that complexes of words
can make complex signs for things, it is easy to see how everything, even sentences,
might be seen as functioning something like a name. To make matters brief, let’s
think of it in the following simple way. “Socrates” succeeds in naming something
(Socrates), “wise Socrates” succeeds in naming something (Socrates) if Socrates is
indeed wise, and “Wise Socrates sits” succeeds in naming something (Socrates, we
may as well suppose), if Socrates is indeed wise and sitting—i.e. if something is wise
sitting Socrates. False speech then seems impossible since anything which is to be
called speech must be about something, and “Wise Socrates flies” names nothing
(since nothing is wise flying Socrates).

19 Our theory meets the following condition which is sufficient for its adequacy: (TCA) The theory has
as theorems a statement of truth conditions for each sentence of the object language, and has a full set of
T-sentence theorems for the fully meaningful sentences of the language.

20 If the theory is couched in a classical metalanguage, then of course you should not expect (TS) to be
true, since it would not even be a well-formed sentence.
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Let me remind you now, in a rough and ready way, of the remarkably simple
argument on this question in The Sophist. The crucial turn of argument I am
interested in is this. The Eleatic stranger asks Theaetetus who the claim “Theaetetus
sits” is about. It is about Theaetetus, of course. And then the stranger asks Theaetetus
who “Theaetetus flies” is about. And the answer is again, Theaetetus. And this is the
entire turn of the argument right there. “Theaetetus flies” is about something (Theae-
tetus) even though nothing is flying Theaetetus. Even though the whole sentence does
not name anything, there is a part of it (“Theaetetus”) that does and which is suffi-
cient to determine a subject which the claim is about. Having seen this eminently
simple point, no one should still find it mysterious how false speech is possible.

Well, I want to suggest the obverse point for negative existentials. How could a
negative existential be true? Our compositional semantic theory shows in a very
precise way how, even though there is a part of the sentence which does not name
anything, there is yet enough semantically significant structure in place to determine
a truth-value for the claim. And in light of this, no one should still find it mysterious
how true negative existentials are possible.

10.6 Conclusion

The development of truth-theoretic semantics provided, in the simplest of ways,
a solution to the problem of negative existentials. The solution delivers the true
negative existentials that our native intuition demanded (I1), and the truth-theoretic
semantics itself provides the necessary demystification demanded by our reflective
intuition (I2).

These results are achieved by making really only one significant change to a
canonical truth-theoretic semantic theory, namely by allowing the theory to delimit
a category of names only some of which it assigns referents. But admitting names
without referents is a given of the problem, and so I declare that truth-theoretic
semantics solved the problem of negative existentials without our help. Evidently,
no one noticed, or, if someone did notice, nobody noticed them.21

10.6.1 Overlooked

I have said little about how the solution could have been so overlooked by those
working in the truth-theoretic framework, and perhaps that is the better part of
delicacy. I will simply mention in passing two ways of missing the opportunity. (1)

21 Might it be that the idea is not overlooked, but widely considered a non-starter by philosophers?
There are good reasons to think this is not so. First, philosophers never shy from beating a dead horse, so if
the sort of solution suggested here was widely recognized and thought of as a non-starter, one would see it
rehearsed and criticized at the outset of essays on the subject. Second, if we look beyond those working in
truth-theoretic semantics, we can find perfectly serious proposals which in their domain parallel in many
ways the one suggested here. For example, the propositionalist, David Braun, takes negative existential
sentences to express what he calls “gappy propositions” (propositional functions)—which are said to
have enough structure to determine a truth-value, but by their incompleteness reflect the fact that these
sentences are not fully meaningful (Braun 1993).
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Unprincipled habits of formalization: It is usual to formulate separate reference clauses
for each proper name, rather than a single, unified reference clause. But, as already
noted, these two options are not equal in logical power, and the solution suggested
here depends on choosing the latter and stronger method. As far as I can see, there
is nothing principled in the usual habit of choosing the former. (2) Unconsidered
function notation: Sometimes reference clauses are formulated like this

Ref(“Albert”) = Albert

by those who have perhaps not properly appreciated that what is on the left side of
the identity is shorthand for a definite description (e.g. ‘the referent of “Albert”’).22

10.6.2 Thoughts and Attitudes

To have answered to the problem of negative existentials as I posed it is, of course,
not to answer all the questions that we may have. We might like to know what is the
right thing to say about what one who says “Pegasus does not exist” would typically
be thinking, and whether we can legitimately and truly say of that person: “She said
that Pegasus does not exist.” In fact, nothing I have said so far tells us how we are
to make sense of any “that”-embedded claims, like “Georgios believes that Pegasus
exists”. Intuitively, some such claims might be true. Since they feature empty names
in opaque contexts, our truth theory does not imply that such claims must be false,
but it also does not tell us whether and how they might be true. To settle these
questions would require tackling problems bigger than this essay, however, because
such answers could only be given in the context of a good semantics for opaque
contexts, and, as it seems to me, we would also require (the equivalent of) an account
of fictional discourse. While I have some inkling of what I would say about some of
these matters, it is obviously a significant project that cannot to be taken on here.23

10.6.3 Russellian Connection

Our simple truth-theoretic solution to the problem of negative existentials suggests
there was one kernel of truth in Bertrand Russell’s own proposed solution to the
problem. For Russell, “Pegasus” would not have been a genuine proper name, but
a disguised definite description. For simplicity, let’s say it is “the winged horse of

22 There is also the rather exceptional case of Lepore and Ludwig (2007, 30) who seek specifically to
avoid the use of definite descriptions in their reference axioms by declaring “ref(x)” a directly referring
term which somehow nonetheless has semantic structure and can be quantified into. This is an invented
form of language and of dubious coherence, but notice that it means that the solution we sketched would
not be available to them even if they used a unified reference axiom. I believe Lepore and Ludwig’s
stratagem is motivated by the mistaken belief that they needed “ref(x)” not to be a description in order to
ensure that they would not end up with semantic material on the right hand of their T-form sentences. A
greater familiarity with the logic of descriptions would have disabused them of this idea and obviated the
questionable resort they make there. Cf. n. 13.

23 I have presented some of my ideas on this score in the following public lectures, “Toward a Unified
Theory of That” (University of Barcelona, June 2011), and “Truth, Lies, and Representation” (University
of West Florida, Feb. 2011).
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Bellerophon”. And thus “Pegasus does not exist” would come out unproblematically
true, because the sentence

It is not the case that the wingéd horse of Bellerophon exists

comes out true. Getting the desired result (that the problematic sentence is true)
is achieved by (a) the imputation of a definite description in place of the name, but
Russell gets that with (b) an infamous doctrine that makes almost all names disguised
descriptions. Without the benefit of truth-theoretic semantics, Russell could not have
seen that this second and dubious resort was entirely unnecessary. We can see it
plainly: on a most natural formulation, a truth-theoretic semantics delivers the result
that ‘Pegasus does not exist’ is true if and only if the sentence

It is not the case that the referent of “Pegasus” exists

is true.24 It is generally a good sign when the discarded views of great thinkers turn
out, according to our theory, to have had somewhere a fine kernel of truth.

References

Braun, D. (1993) Empty Names. Nous, 27, 449–469.

Burge, T. (1974) Truth and Singular Terms. Nous, 8: 309–325.
Davidson, D. (1967) Truth and Meaning. Synthese, 17: 304–23. Reprinted in Davidson (1984,

17–36).

——(1984) Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation (Oxford: Clarendon Press).
Larson, R. and Segal, G. (1995) Knowledge of Meaning (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press).

Lepore, E. and K. Ludwig. (2007) Donald Davidson’s Truth-Theoretic Semantics (Oxford:
Clarendon Press).

Sainsbury, R. M. (2005) Reference without Referents (Oxford: Clarendon Press).

Tarski, A. (1935) Der Wahrheitsbegriff in den formalisierten Sprachen. Studia Philosophica, 1,
261–405. Tr. as: On the Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages (Tarski 1983, 152–274).

—— (1944) The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics. Philosophy

and Phenomenological Research, 4, 341–75.
—— (1983) Logic, Semantics, Metamathematics (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing).

Whitehead, A. N. and B. Russell (1927) Principia Mathematica (Cambridge: CUP).

24 And perhaps this will be the place to acknowledge—what should have been clear all along—that
I have assumed throughout a Russellian analysis of definite descriptions. For those who think that is
contentious, the solution offered in this chapter will not seem entirely free.




