
































398 Mind & Language

In the end, Braun’s basic motivations are two; to resist the view that
sentences employing vacuous singular terms say nothing at all or are
nonsense and o ‘save the -intuition that such sentences f(especially
existentials) are true or false. Our account completely satisfies Braun’s first
motivation. Our ‘incomplete thoughts” and 'his "unfilled propositions® are
virtually identical (have the same semantical content). As for the second
motivation, we can account for the intuition that sentences such as Vulcan
does not exist’ are true, without endorsing the intuition, As we say above,
the sentence "Vulcan does not exist’ is not true; but it is associated with
sentences: that are. similar. in content, from the Vulcan lore, expressing
propositions that are true. For instance, it is convenient: shorthand for ‘the
tenth planet does not exist!; etc, Further, it seems o us that, on a direct
reference view on which terms like ‘Vulcan’ and ‘Pegasus’ have no seman-
tic content, sentences containing terms such as these; including existen-
tials, shouldn't come out true or false: What such sentences ‘say’ is 'y does
not exist’. 'We see no good reason to say that such.things have iruth
values. Indeed, it seems to us 4 sound maxim that only complete thoughts
{propositions) express truths or falsehoods.

The final view that we will consider is:the Burge/Segal view (Burge,
1977; Segal, 1989). The Burge/Segal view treats sentences'' employing
vacuous and non-vacuous singular terms exactly alike in.meaning, viz. as
open. sentences. The thought that elephant is pink, whether thought -of
elephantl, elephant?, or nothing, does not by itself have truth conditions,
It is. an incomplete thought' (Segal, 1989, p. 49). ‘That elephant is pink’
merely expresses the open sentence x is pink’ for Burge and Segal. Presum:
ably for them ‘Verus is bright" and Vulcan is bright’ also express the
same incomplete thought, viz. "% is bright'. The main difference is that
for sentences employing non-vacuous singular terms context supplies a
referent, while: for sentences employing vacuous singular terms, context
does not supply a referent. Contextually supplied: referents are not part
of the content of singular thoughts, on this account.

As fat as we know, Buige and Segal do not discuss niegative existential
sentences employing vacuous singular terms. So we will offer an extension
of their above account to this problem. On their view, 'Vulcan does not
exist’, as long as 'Vulcan' is treated as a singular term,* should also express
an open sentence "x:does not exist’ (or ‘there is no'x such that x = y').
Hence, such sentences would lack a truth value because open sentences
lack truth values,

M- Actually, Segal speaks of ‘singular thoughts’ not ‘sentences’; However; for ease of

exposition. and: consistency, we will.continue to speak of sentences, What we say
here would equally apply to singular thoughts, as well (Adams, Fuller & Stecker,
1993):

Burge does offer reasons to believe there.can be predicative uses of proper-narnes,
as in.Ted is a Kennedy', 'Aristotle is an Aristotle’. He.might treat.'Vulcan does not
exist’ predicatively, as ‘there is no x such that x is a.Vulcan’.
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There are similarities and differences between the Burge/Segal view and
our view: The similarity is in the cases of sentences employing vacuous
singular terms. For both of us "Vulcan is bright’ expresses an open sentence
% is bright’-and lacks ‘a truth value. For both, "Vulcan does not exist’
expresses an open sentence and lacks a truth value: Such sentences express
incomplete thoughts, on both accounts (Adams, Fuller and Stecker, 1993).

The differences between our account arnd theirs is just with regard to
sentences employing non-vacuous singular terms.'® For them, these too
are to be understood ‘a5 open sentences expressing incomplete thoughts,
with context supplying referents. For us they express complete thoughts
in which the referents are part of the content. So, for us, ‘Venus is bright’
is-not-only a thought about Venus, but has Venus as part of its content.
It is an objeci-dependent thought, i.e. a thought whose content essentially
depends upon its obiject (referent). For Burge and Segal, there are no
object-dependent thoughts.

We believe these differences between our view and that of Burge and
Segal are important differences. However, since they are differences with
regard to non-vacuous terms, they are not central to the subject of this
paper. What is more, we have discussed these differences in detail else-
where (Adams, Fuller and Stecker, 1993} and will not pursue them here.

5. Conclusion

We have set out to solve two problems for direct reference theories ‘con-
fronted by vacuous singular terms: the problems of the meaningfulness
of senfences containing vacucus singular terms, and the explanation of
behavior in terms of such senternces. We solve the first problem by saying
the content of Fa', where ‘a’ is vacuous; is-the content % is I/, The confert
of ‘a exists’ is-also the content of an open sentence ‘there is an x such
that x =.y’. The variable y cannot be identified with an individual. We
solve the second problem by saying that the syntax of such a sentenice in
the language of thought coupled with the semantics of the senterice plus
that of associated sentences ig all that is required to explain behavior.

- There may appear to be another differencé between ourview and that of Burge and
Segal, regarding the meaning of proper names. We have claimed that the meaning
of a proper name is. its referent. They inust claim that the meaning of "Vulcan/
whether vacuous or not:is the same. So consider.a world ‘where there is a planet
between Mercury. and the sun called Vulcan’; versus our world where there is.not
(Let’s let this work like a Twin-Earthian example). The sentence 'Vulcan is a planet’
ought to have the same meaning in both worlds for Burge and Segal. In our use of
meaning as information content, this will not be so. Burge and Segal may be speaking
about what we called ‘inguistic meaning’. If so, there 'may be no crucial difference
between us. We could accept that the linguistic ‘meaning of "Vulcan” @it has a
meaning), might be the same-in both worlds; viz. “the planet that bears theé name

5

“Vulcan”’.
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400 Mind & Language

We have contrasted our view with those of Donnellan and Braun. We
argued that our view is preferable o that of Donnellan because it gives
a unified account of the semantics of sentences involving vacuous ferms
and does niot resort to a mietalinguistic solution to these problems. We
have ‘argued that our view is preferable to Braun’s because it doesn’t
assign truth values to nonsense sentences and it doesn’t violate the maxim:
only complete thoughts or propositions have truth values.
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