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Gottlob Frege famously held the view that expressions within natural language that-clauses 
that occur as parts of propositional attitude ascriptions and speech act reports do not have 
their ordinary denotations (what Frege called their gewöhnliche Bedeutung). Instead, Frege 
thought, they denote what is in other contexts the concept (Sinn) they express (Frege called 
this an expressionÕs ungerade Bedeutung).1 Call this view the (Fregean) reference shift thesis. 
Frege took the reference shift thesis to account for substitution failures of expressions that in 
ordinary contexts co-denote, while holding on to the view that the denotation of a complex 
expression is a function of the denotations of its constituents and its structure (call this the 
compositionality thesis). For instance, the astronomically challenged Ben might not realize 
that Hesperus is Phosphorus, while being under no illusion regarding the identity of Hesperus 
with itself. In such a case, it seems, the following sentences are true and false respectively: 

1 Ben believes that Hesperus is Hesperus; 

2 Ben believes that Hesperus is Phosphorus. 

But (2) results from (1) by substitution of expressions that have the same gewöhnliche 
Bedeutung: ÔHesperusÕ and ÔPhosphorusÕ. Plausibly, the sentenceÕs structure and the 
denotations of the other expressions remain constant. Therefore, the denotation of the relevant 
occurrences of ÔHesperusÕ and ÔPhosphorousÕ cannot be their gewöhnliche Bedeutung, given 
compositionality. Instead, Frege conjectures, expressions in this context denote the concepts 
they usually express. And indeed, substitution of expressions that in ordinary contexts express 
the same concept does not obviously give rise to similar substitution problems.2 

Stephen Schiffer (2003) and Ð in more detail Ð Adam Pautz (2008) raise an argument 
against the reference shift thesis. In a nutshell, they claim that a proponent of reference shift is 
either committed to the validity of an intuitively unacceptable inference or else she has to 
deny the universal validity of an otherwise completely unproblematic form of inference. Since 
both horns of the dilemma are unappealing, we should reject the reference shift thesis. In fact, 
Schiffer uses the argument as part of a more general case against structured propositions. He 
argues as follows: The only plausible candidate accounts for structured propositions are either 
the Fregean or the Russellian view. Both are committed to their own form of reference shift. 
But reference shift is false. Thus, he concludes, no view that takes propositions to be 
structured is true. Hence, if correct, PautzÕs and SchifferÕs argument against reference shift do 
not only cast doubt on Fregeanism, but on structured propositions in general. 

                                                        
1 Cf. Frege (1892/1994: 28). A terminological note: we translate Fregean ÔBedeutungÕ as ÔdenotationÕ, 
and take this to be a stylistic variant of Ôsemantic valueÕ. All types of expressions have denotations: 
singular terms, predicates, connectives, etc. In the case of singular terms, their denotation is typically 
called their reference. 
2 Whether they indeed do so shall not concern us here, since this is not the focus of the argument we 
want to discuss. Cp., e.g., Williamson (2007: ch. 3) for further discussion. 



In this paper we will defend the Fregean reference shift thesis against PautzÕs and 
SchifferÕs objection, and, thereby, the viability of an account of propositions as structured. 
We will argue that a Fregean should accept that the inference in question is invalid but deny 
that it is an instance of an otherwise completely unproblematic form of inference. However, 
we will concede that the Fregean should have something to say about why the inference is 
invalid and why certain related ones are valid. This is why we will go on to fill in a lacuna 
Frege left in his semantics for that-clauses. The resulting semantics systematically yields the 
correct answers to relevant validity questions. The plan for the paper is as follows: in section 
1 we present the argument against reference shift. In section 2 we explain the FregeanÕs cause 
for objecting to the argument. In section 3 we identify the lacuna Frege left in his semantics 
for that-clauses and present a straightforward but patently un-Fregean way of filling it. In 
section 4 we suggest a Fregean alternative on whose basis we develop our preferred Fregean 
semantics for that-clauses.  

1. The argument against reference shift 
According to the Fregean reference shift thesis, the expressions in the that-clause of a 

propositional attitude ascription such as 

3 Ralph believes that Atlantis is an underwater city; 

do not denote their ordinary denotations but the concepts they ordinarily express. Thus, for 
instance, while occurrences of Ôis an underwater cityÕ denote (letÕs assume) the property of 
being an underwater city in ordinary contexts, the phraseÕs occurrence in (3) denotes the 
concept [is an underwater city] instead.3 Likewise, while ÔAtlantisÕ presumably does not 
denote anything in ordinary contexts, it denotes its sense, [Atlantis], in (3).4 

The argument now appeals to a plausible principle about existential quantification. It 
elaborates the observation that, in the standard case, positions of singular terms are open to 
existential quantification, and the resulting inference is valid. The following is (nearly) a 
quotation from Pautz (2008: 338): 

Exportation: If t in S(t) is a singular tem that refers to o and makes no other 
contribution to the truth conditions5 of S(t), then S(t) entails There is something 
such that S(it), where o is a witness to that quantification.6 

                                                        
3 Here and in what follows we use square bracket expressions in order to denote the concepts or 
Fregean senses the enclosed expressions ordinarily express. 
4 This, by the way, allows Frege Ð who thinks that denotation failure is contagious Ð to say that (3) 
may well be true Ð depending on RalphÕs state of mind Ð even though a free-standing occurrence of the 
embedded sentence ÔAtlantis is an underwater cityÕ is neither true nor false due to the lack of denotation 
of the unembedded occurrence of ÔAtlantisÕ. 
5 Pautz (2008: 338) writes Ôtruth-valueÕ here. But, although semantics and the world team up to 
determine the truth-value of a sentence, this is unnecessarily far downstream, so we opted for appeal to 
truth-conditions here. Nothing depends on this. 
6 The second conjunct in the antecedent is included to deal with cases such as QuineÕs famous 
Giorgione case: from ÔGiorgione is so-called because of his heightÕ we do not want to conclude ÔThere 
is someone who is so-called because of his heightÕ, but this is so, since ÔGiorgioneÕ has the additional 
function of providing the antecedent for the anaphoric Ôso-calledÕ in the sentence. Pautz (2008: 338) 
also includes the additional conjunct ÔS(t) is true iff o satisfies the open sentence S(x)Õ in the 



Now, the argument proceeds, ÔAtlantisÕ in (3) appears to be a singular term which, according 
to reference shift, denotes something, to wit: [Atlantis]. Further, the sole contribution 
ÔAtlantisÕ appears to make to the truth conditions of (3) is its denotation. Thus, by 
Exportation, the following inference should be valid: 

4 Ralph believes that Atlantis is an underwater city. Therefore, there is something such 
that Ralph believes that it is an underwater city. 

But the inference appears to be invalid. Its premise may well be true while its conclusion is 
false. Ralph may mistakenly think that Atlantis exists while being under no illusion regarding 
the water level of all actually existing cities (or the cityhood of all things underwater). In such 
a case Ralph may believe that Atlantis is an underwater city while there is nothing that Ralph 
takes to be an underwater city. For, what would be a plausible candidate? Certainly not 
Atlantis, since there is no such thing. Berlin, London or even Venice are out of the question, 
since Ralph does not think that either of them is underwater. And the Great Barrier Reef or 
the Titanic are out, too, since Ralph is well aware that they are not cities. Thus, if the 
reference shift thesis is true and a few further plausible assumptions are correct, either a 
seemingly invalid inference is valid after all or Exportation fails. Consequently, the argument 
concludes, the reference shift thesis is false. 

We should note that various similar arguments can be run to the same effect. For instance, 
as Pautz (2008: 338) observes, instead of focusing on the inference in (4) that employs a term 
that is (ordinarily) denotationless, we could have used an example with a denoting term 
instead, e.g., 

5 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. Therefore, there is something such that Ben 
believes that it is a planet, to wit: [Hesperus]. 

Again, the inference appears to be invalid: unless Ben mistakes a concept for a planet, the 
inferenceÕs premise may be true even though its conclusion is false. So, the argument does not 
essentially depend on the presence of denotationless terms, let alone on a certain treatment of 
fictional terms. 

Instead of specifying a witness we may also explicitly restrict the range of the quantifier to 
concepts. The result is: 

6 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. Therefore, there is a concept such that Ben 
believes that it is a planet. 

So, the argument does not essentially depend on the semantics of witness specifications. 

We should also note that the argument may be generalisable in various respects. First, 
analogous arguments can be run for virtually any position that holds that singular terms in 
that-clauses denote anything that is not easily mistaken for their ordinary denotations. For, 
suppose some position says that ÔHesperusÕ in 

7 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet; 

denotes anything other than the planet Hesperus, an F say, where Fs are not easily mistaken 
for planets. If so, the following inference is invalid, while the proponent of the semantics of 
that-clauses under discussion is as hard pressed as the Fregean to cope with this observation: 

                                                                                                                                                                             
antecedent. However, he never discusses why the Fregean should accept this claim in the case to be 
discussed presently, so we omit it here. As far as we can see, nothing in our discussion hinges on this. 



8 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. Therefore, there is an F such that Ben believes 
that it is a planet. 

Secondly, as Schiffer (2003: 30) argues, an analogous argument targets other syntactic 
positions within that-clauses, most pertinently the position of the expression that acts as a 
predicate in ordinary contexts. For, Schiffer says, any position that accepts compositionality 
should hold that Ôis a planetÕ in (7) is a denoting singular term.7 The Fregean will say that it 
denotes a concept, the Russellian that it denotes a property. But whatever it denotes according 
to some position, the proponent of this position will be hard pressed to deny the validity of the 
following inference: 

9 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. Therefore, there is something such that Ben 
believes that Hesperus it; 

But while the premise may well be true, the conclusion of this ÔinferenceÕ is not even well-
formed, let alone true. Thus, any position that accepts compositionality and claims that 
expressions within that-clauses do not have their ordinary denotation has a choice between 
two unpalatable options: accept the validity of a blatantly invalid inference or deny 
Exportation. 

2. Against the argument 
Let us start by setting aside a problematic aspect of the arguments that we will not target 

here. On the face of it, it is rather surprising that Schiffer employs the arguments rehearsed 
against the reference shift thesis above. For, in the very same place Ð Schiffer (2003) Ð 
Schiffer spells out his view of that-clauses in propositional attitude ascriptions and speech act 
reports as singular terms for propositions (this is an integral part of what Schiffer calls the 
face value theory of such sentences). 

Now, it is well known that the face value theory has some difficulties with substitution.8 
As a consequence, it has difficulties with quantification into the position of the that-clause. 
Consider the following two sentences: 

10 Ben fears that the world will end tomorrow; 

11 Ann hopes that the world will end tomorrow. 

If Ben is overly fearful and Ann feels a bit blue, these sentences may well be true. But the 
corresponding existential quantifications appear not to be: 

12 There is something such that Ben fears it, namely the proposition that the world will end 
tomorrow; 

13 There is something such that Ann hopes it, namely the proposition that the world will 
end tomorrow. 

In order for the proposition that the world will end tomorrow to be a witness to the existential 
quantification (12) Ben would have to be stricken by fear of an abstract object, which he may 
well not be even while worrying about the continued existence of the world beyond the next 
                                                        
7 Let us note our doubts about SchifferÕs claim and the reasons he offers for it. Since our main 
objection applies to the generalised argument if it applies to the original, we suppress further 
discussion of the former. 
8 See, e.g., Bach (1997); Moltmann (2003); Rosefeldt (2008). 



24 hours. And (13) does not even seem to be grammatical, let alone true. But Exportation 
seems to license both inferences. Instead of specifying a witness the point could also be made 
by explicitly restricting the quantifier to propositions: 

14 There is a proposition that Ben fears; 

15 There is a proposition that Ben hopes. 

Again, (14) does not seem to follow from (10) for the reason given above and neither does 
(15) from (11). 

Now, we donÕt think that this argument shows that SchifferÕs claim that that-clauses are 
singular terms for propositions is false. But it suggests that at least Schiffer should agree that 
Exportation needs to be tweaked. This is so, for one, since Ð we think Ð the predicate ÔfearÕ 
has two different (though systematically related) meanings triggered in (10) on the one hand 
and (12) and (14) on the other (roughly: a content-oriented vs. an object-oriented one). 
Because of this meaning change the two existential generalizations do not have to follow from 
(10) even if SchifferÕs thesis is correct. Whether this requires fine-tuning of Exportation 
depends on how plausible it is to say that it is part of the contribution the that-clause makes to 
the truth-conditions of (10) to trigger one reading of ÔfearsÕ rather than the other. If so, the 
second conjunct of the antecedent of Exportation is subtly not satisfied, so that Exportation 
does not license the inferences in question. If not, Exportation needs to require that the 
meaning of all other expressions remain constant. Since we donÕt think there is a similar 
problem of meaning change in the arguments against reference shift considered here, we will 
not dwell on this any further.9 The ÔhopeÕ case on the other hand would seem to suggest that 
we need to require grammaticality of all sentences involved in Exportation. This modification 
casts doubt on SchifferÕs generalization of the argument to the position of predicates but 
leaves the other arguments unaffected.  

We leave things with this observation, since our main complaint deals with all of the 
arguments we encountered in the last section in the same fashion. In what follows we 
therefore focus on the arguments that concern quantification into the position of the 
expression that in ordinary contexts functions as a singular term. Moreover, since we would 
prefer to avoid problems that result from differing opinions on seemingly vacuous fictional 
terms such as ÔAtlantisÕ, we focus our discussion on our second example, repeated here: 

5 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. Therefore, there is something such that Ben 
believes that it is a planet, to wit: [Hesperus]. 

Points exactly analogous to the ones we will make presently in response to (5) could be made 
with respect to the other problem cases discussed in section 1, in particular to PautzÕs (4). 

Our complaint is rather straightforward. Pautz and Schiffer assume that ÔHesperusÕ in 

7 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet; 

acts as a singular term. Since the Fregean reference shifter is committed to the claim that its 
semantic value in this context is [Hesperus], Pautz and Schiffer conclude that, according to 
the Fregean, ÔHesperusÕ in (7) is a singular term that refers to [Hesperus], and to which, 
therefore, Exportation applies. But it is open to the Fregean to deny that ÔHesperusÕ in (7) 

                                                        
9 But see King (2002), KŸnne (2003: 258ff.) and Forbes (2018) for discussion of substitution failures 
that we take to be on the right track. 



functions as a singular term. To be sure, in free-standing uses such as 

16 Hesperus is a planet; 

ÔHesperusÕ does function as a singular term. But it is agreed on all sides that the function of 
expressions may be context dependent: Schiffer relies on this view when he claims that Ôis a 
planetÕ in (7) functions as a singular term, while in (16) it functions as a predicate. There are, 
of course, also less contentious examples, for instance: 

17 Yesterday was a Sunday; 

18 Yesterday I went to the lake. 

In (17), ÔyesterdayÕ functions as a singular term referring to a certain day, while in (18) 
ÔyesterdayÕ functions as an adverb whose denotation is a particular day but which does not 
refer to anything. 

In our opinion, the Fregean should simply claim that just like ÔyesterdayÕ functions as a 
singular term in (17) but not in (18), so ÔHesperusÕ functions as a singular term in (16) but not 
in (7). Consequently, Exportation is inapplicable to (7) and the Fregean can have her cake and 
eat it, too: she can deny that inferences such as  

5 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. Therefore, there is something such that Ben 
believes that it is a planet, to wit: [Hesperus]; 

are valid, and she can accept Exportation at the same time. 

Pautz anticipates this reaction on behalf of the Fregean, but his retort is unconvincing. He 
writes:10 

[ÉT]here are different types of terms with semantic values. Besides singular 
terms, there are predicates, connectives, and so on. Yet ÔHesperusÕ does not play 
any of these other semantic functions in (7). ÔHesperusÕ does not occur in (7) as a 
predicate. Nor does it occur there as a connective. Therefore, if the occurrence of 
ÔHesperusÕ in (7) has a semantic value at all, it must be functioning there as a 
singular term. 

Even by his own lights, the ÔThereforeÕ is not warranted. He acknowledges that there are 
various functions the occurrence of an expression can have besides that of a singular term, 
and gives two examples. He then correctly points out that ÔHesperusÕ in (7) does not have 
these two functions, and concludes that it ÔthereforeÕ has to have the function of a singular 
term. If there are glaring non-sequiturs this is certainly one of them.11 

                                                        
10 We substituted our example. 
11 Schiffer (2003: 30) also gives an argument for the claim, though it is not quite clear to us what the 
argument is supposed to be. On one interpretation, it is simply a version of PautzÕs argument by 
exclusion. In this case, our reply in the main text applies. On another interpretation, SchifferÕs 
argument (adapted to fit  the case at hand) runs as follows: The Fregean thinks that a that-clause such as 
Ôthat Hesperus is a planetÕ refers to the concatenation of the sense of ÔHesperusÕ with the sense of Ôis a 
planetÕ, !"#$"%&# , !!"!! !!"#$%&!  for short. Thus, the that-clause and the concatenation expression 
are both complex singular terms that refer to the same thing. From this, Schiffer wants to conclude that 
ÔHesperusÕ as it occurs in the former and Ô[Hesperus]Õ as it occurs in the latter both function as (co-
referential) singular terms. The plausible principle that would support this conclusion eludes us. Here 
is one try: if t and t! are complex singular terms containing the constituents c and c! respectively, 
where (i) t and t! are co-referential, (ii) c functions in t as a singular term, and (iii) c denotes in t the 



Of course, ÔHesperusÕ does not act as an adverb or a modal or a range of other kinds of 
expression with a commonly recognized function either, so PautzÕs case could be 
strengthened if we had a complete list of possible functions expressions with denotations can 
have in a sentence. However, nothing in her position commits the Fregean to accept any list 
Pautz could offer her. In effect, there is an easy and systematic way for extending any list on 
offer in such a way that the Fregean can defuse PautzÕs argument: for any entry on PautzÕs list 
e, add an entry e* such that the occurrence o of an expression functions as an e* just in case o 
occurs in the that-clause of a propositional attitude ascription or speech act report, and in a 
freestanding use of the sister-clause of the complementizer ÔthatÕ this occurrence functions as 
an e. According to that view, for instance, since ÔHesperusÕ in (16) functions as a singular 
term, ÔHesperusÕ in (7) functions as a singular term*. Since Ôis a planetÕ functions as a 
predicate in (16), Ôis a planetÕ functions as a predicate* in (7), and so forth.12 

Schiffer and Pautz may object that the addition of these various new functions expressions 
can have is an ad hoc move on the part of the Fregean. We disagree. Being a singular term is a 
syntactico-semantic classification. And, according to the Fregean, the semantic functions of 
the expression ÔHesperusÕ in (7) and in (16) are fundamentally different: in (7) ÔHesperusÕ 
contributes its ungerade Bedeutung in (16) its gewöhnliche Bedeutung to the determination of 
the truth-conditions of the sentence. The objection that the distinction is ad hoc fails to engage 
with this Fregean thesis and thus simply begs the question against the Fregean reference 
shifter. 

An observation that we take more seriously is the following: though inferences such as 

5 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. Therefore, there is something such that Ben 
believes that it is a planet, to wit: [Hesperus]; 

                                                                                                                                                                             
same thing as c! denotes in t!, then c! functions in t! as a singular term that is co-referential with c in t. 
However, the principle has false instances. Consider the complex singular terms (t1) Ôthe value of the 
function father of for the argument GottlobÕ and (t2) Ôthe father of GottlobÕ. t1 contains the constituent 
(c1) Ôthe function father ofÕ and t2 contains the constituent Ôfather ofÕ. Now, (i) t1 and t2 are co-referential: 
they both refer to Karl; (ii)  c1 functions in t1 as a singular term that refers to a certain function, and 
c2 denotes in t2 that very function. But this does not mean that c2 functions in t2 as a singular term that 
refers to that function. On the contrary, as Schiffer would agree, Ôfather ofÕ in Ôthe father of GottlobÕ is 
a general term rather than a singular term, while general terms do not have the function to refer to 
anything. The principle is, thus, false, and there is no obvious correct candidate in the neighbourhood. 
Since Schiffer does not specify the missing principle, we conclude that his argument fails on its second 
interpretation as well. 
12 There are two strategies for extending the list that have equivalent results for the cases that concern us 
here but different results for multiply embedded occurrences. Consider, for instance: 

19 Ann said that Ralph believes that Hesperus is a planet. 

According to one suggestion, ÔHesperusÕ in (19) will be a singular term**, since in (7) ÔHesperusÕ acts 
as a singular term*. Since, in principle, ÔHesperusÕ may occur n-deeply embedded for any natural 
number n, each list of functions on offer should be extended to an infinite * -closed list. Alternatively, 
the Fregean could claim that the type of function of an expression depends on the function it ultimately 
has in the unembedded clause, so only one-starred additions are needed. This mirrors a debate between 
Frege scholars whether to attribute to Frege only a binary division between gewöhnliche and ungerade 
Bedeutung or rather potentially infinite ranks of Ungeradheit. Though philosophers tend to dislike the 
second option, at present we donÕt see any deep reason to go with one rather than the other. For present 
purposes, nothing appears to hinge on the choice. 



are invalid, closely related ones are valid: 

20 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. There is such a thing as Hesperus. Therefore, 
there is something such that Ben believes that it is a planet, to wit: Hesperus. 

Our Fregean claims that in the first premise of (20) ÔHesperusÕ does not function as a singular 
term but rather as a singular term*. Consequently, Exportation does not license the inference 
in question. But such inferences are systematically valid. The Fregean seems unable to 
explain this phenomenon. 

We agree that it would be preferable for the Fregean to be able to explain why the 
inference just cited should be valid while the seemingly very similar but problematic 
inferences adduced by Pautz and Schiffer are invalid. We will take on this challenge in the 
next two sections by giving an account of the interaction of quantification with Fregean that-
clause semantics. 

3. A questionable semantic hypothesis 
According to the Fregean, the denotations of various kinds of expressions shift from their 

regular denotations Ð objects in the case of singular terms, properties in the case of predicates 
Ð to senses that determine these ordinary denotations. The problem Schiffer and Pautz isolate 
focuses on the behaviour of variables (or traces or pronouns in our maximally explicit natural 
language renderings). The key question, which Frege himself did not have the semantic 
resources at his disposal to ask, is therefore:13 what is the denotation of a variable under an 
assignment?  

Schiffer and Pautz seem to presuppose in their argument that, as in the usual case, the 
denotation under an assignment σ of a variable x within a that-clause is exactly what it is 
outside: it is simply the object that σ assigns to the variable x. That is: 

! ! ! 𝜎 !  

Call this the Simple Hypothesis. Thus, for instance, according to the Simple Hypothesis, if σ1 

assigns the planet Hesperus to x, the denotation of x under σ1 is that very planet, if σ2 assigns to 
x the concept [Hesperus], the denotation of x under σ2 is that concept, and so forth, even 
within a that-clause. 

Given reasonable further assumptions about the composition of the denotation of a belief 
report, this hypothesis yields the problematic truth-conditions for 

21 There is something such that Ben believes that it is a planet;  

which would license the inference in 

5 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. Therefore, there is something such that Ben 
believes that it is a planet, to wit: [Hesperus]. 

For, suppose a that-clause denotes that proposition which consists of the concatenation of the 
denotations of its constituents under an assignment. For instance, the that-clause in 

7 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet; 

                                                        
13 These became available through Alfred TarskiÕs seminal (1935). 



denotes the concatenation of the sense of ÔHesperusÕ with the sense of Ôis a planetÕ, 
represented here as an ordered tuple of the concatenated items: 

!"#$"%&# , !!"  ! !!"#$%&! . Given the Simple Hypothesis, that very same proposition is also 
denoted by the that-clause in (21) under σ2. Accordingly, ÔbelievesÕ combines with both that-
clauses to yield as a denotation under σ2 a property that an object exemplifies just in case it 
stands in the belief relation to !"#$"%&# , [!" !!  !"#$%&! . Hence, (7) and (21) are true under 
σ2 just in case Ben believes the proposition in question. Finally, (7) is true simpliciter just in 
case Ben believes !"#$"%&# ![!"  !  𝑝𝑙𝑎𝑛𝑒𝑡!  and (21) is true simpliciter just in case there is 
some assignment under which ÔBen believes that x is a planetÕ is true, which, as we have just 
seen, the truth of (7) ensures with σ2. Thus, the Simple Hypothesis yields the problematic 
claim that the inference in (5) is valid with [Hesperus] as a witness. 

Things are even worse than this: not only does the Simple Hypothesis yield that the 
intuitively invalid (5) is really valid, it also does not ensure that the intuitively valid inference 

22 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet. There is such a thing as Hesperus. Therefore, 
there is something such that Ben believes that it is a planet, to wit: Hesperus; 

is valid. For, assume, plausibly, that an existential quantification has an object as a witness 
just in case an assignment under which the embedded open sentence is true assigns that 
witness to the variable in question. Then, according to the Simple Hypothesis, (21) has the 
planet Hesperus as a witness just in case Ben believes some proposition that consists of the 
concatenation of that very planet with the sense of Ôis a planetÕ. But that there is such a 
proposition is by no means ensured by the fact that Ben believes the proposition that consists 
of the concatenation of the sense of ‘Hesperus’ with the sense of Ôis a planetÕ. On the 
contrary, given Fregean strictures against the composition of propositions out of anything but 
senses, the Fregean has a reason to think that there is no such proposition that is completely 
independent from accidental facts about BenÕs mental life.14 

One begins to wonder whether the Pautzian problem really results from the Fregean 
semantics for that-clauses or rather from its combination with the Simple Hypothesis. On the 
face of it, the Simple Hypothesis is a very strange view on the semantics of variables for the 
Fregean to have: according to the Fregean, the denotations of all other expressions shift from 
their gewöhnliche to their ungerade Bedeutung within that-clauses. If the Simple Hypothesis 
were true, the only non-shifting denotation would be the denotation of a variable under an 
assignment. No wonder that this imparity in the treatment of variables on the one hand and all 
other expressions, particularly singular terms, on the other creates semantic havoc! If the 
Fregean were committed to the Simple Hypothesis, this would be bad news indeed. 
Fortunately, there is no good reason to think that she is. In the next section we will spell out a 
Fregean view of the semantics of variables that is a straightforward extension of her views on 
singular terms, predicates, and so forth. As the reader might suspect, this Fregean semantics 
validates (20) and invalidates (5) compatibly with Fregean assumptions about the 
compositional meaning of that-clauses, in particular reference shift.15 

                                                        
14 This Fregean stricture becomes obvious in his exchange with Russell (Excerpt from Frege to 
Russell, 13 Nov 1904, Frege (1980), p. 163), where he writes that Ô[t]he sense of the word ÒmoonÓ is a 
component part of the thought that the moon is smaller than the earth[, while t]he moon itself [É] is 
not part of the sense of the word ÒmoonÓ; for then it would also be a component part of that thoughtÕ. 
15 We take a broadly Tarskian perspective on the semantics of variables. An even easier case could be 
made by tying the semantics of variables closely to that of singular terms, e.g., via variations on 



4. Fregean that-clause semantics 
The key idea of a Fregean semantics for variables within that-clauses is that, just like the 

denotation of a singular term, the denotation of a variable under an assignment σ shifts from 
the object it denotes outside of a that-clause under σ to a sense which determines that object. 
For instance, since σ1 assigns the planet Hesperus to the variable ÔxÕ, ! ! !  within a that-
clause is a sense that determines Hesperus rather than the planet Hesperus itself. Likewise, 
since σ2 assigns the concept [Hesperus] to ÔxÕ, ! ! ! within a that-clause is a concept of the 
concept [Hesperus] rather than [Hesperus] itself.16 

There is one obvious difficulty with this suggestion we make on behalf of the Fregean. 
There are indefinitely many senses that determine any given object. For instance, while 
[Hesperus] determines Hesperus, so does [Phosphorus], [Venus], [the planet which is 
mentioned most prominently in FregeÕs discussion of that-clauses] and many more. Which of 
these should be taken to be the sense denoted by ÔxÕ under σ1 within a that-clause? It would 
seem that there is no non-arbitrary way of choosing. In the case of singular terms there are 
some (relatively) good candidates: the denotation of ÔHesperusÕ in (7), for instance, is the 
sense the word ÔHesperusÕ has (ideally) in the mouths of competent speakers, or in the mouth 
of the speaker of (7), or perhaps in the mouth of Ben outside of a that-clause.17 But in the case 
of variables (or traces or pronouns) there is not obviously any sense that the variable has in 
the mouths of competent speakers (or this or that speaker) even under a given assignment. 

There are two options for the Fregean to deal with this difficulty. On the one hand, she 
could argue that there is a contextually salient sense even for variables. Perhaps, whenever 
someone utters (21) there is a way of thinking about Hesperus that is salient in the context of 
utterance, and it is this sense that the variable denotes under σ1. However, since one may utter 
an existential quantification like (21) without being able to specify a witness, this option is 
rather implausible. Moreover, something similar would have to hold for any object an 
assignment can assign to ÔxÕ, rendering the view even more implausible. For instance, with a 
bow to Peter Geach an assignment function may assign some particular pebble on the beach 
of Brighton to ÔxÕ, but there may well be no sense that anyone has ever grasped that would 
determine that pebble, let alone one that would be salient in some context of utterance.  

We take the following strategy to be much more promising. Suppose an assignment 
assigns an object o to a variable x. There is an indefinite number of senses s1, s2, . . . each of 
which determines o. Rather than saying that ÔxÕ within a that-clause definitely denotes exactly 
one out of these indefinitely many candidates, the Fregean should claim that, within the that-
clause, the variable indefinitely denotes all of them. This indefiniteness will make its way up 
the semantic tree. For instance, rather than definitely denoting some proposition that is the 
concatenation of some si with [is a planet], under σ1 Ôthat x is a planetÕ will indefinitely denote 

                                                                                                                                                                             
interpretations of dummy singular terms. Since a Tarskian view appears to us to be the orthodoxy, we 
opted for the route that makes our life slightly more difficult here. 
16 Here and in what follows we use indexed double bracket notation as shorthand for talking about the 
denotation of the enclosed expression under an assignment. 
17 As Frege laments in Frege (1918/1993), there is no one sense a typical natural language proper name 
has in the mouths of all competent speakers, so the disjuncts are not equivalent. But this is a difficulty  
that need not concern us here. Interestingly, the solution we suggest for the case of variables might be 
applicable to the problem of variably interpreted proper names as well, as sketched in the next 
footnote. 



all of the propositions of the kind ! !![!" !!  !"#$%&! . 

Since we do not want to say that ÔBen believes that x is a planetÕ indefinitely denotes the 
truth-value True (since Ben believes !"#$"%&# , !!"  ! !𝑝𝑙𝑎𝑛𝑒𝑡] , say) and the truth-value 
False (since Ben does not believe 

!ℎ! !! !"#!$%& 𝑏𝑜𝑑𝑦!𝑚𝑜𝑠𝑡 !"#$%&'(  𝑎𝑝𝑝𝑒𝑎𝑙𝑒𝑑 𝑡𝑜 𝑏𝑦 𝐹𝑟𝑒𝑔𝑒 , [𝑖𝑠 𝑎 !"#$%&] , say) under 
σ1, indefiniteness cannot be preserved all the way up the semantic tree. A plausible stopping 
point is the place of the propositional attitude verb, since, recall, it is only part of the Fregean 
reference shift thesis that reference shifts within that-clauses in the case of propositional 
attitude ascriptions and speech act reports. Following a Kaplan-inspired suggestion 
developed in Forbes (1990), we think it is plausible that ÔBen believes that x is a planetÕ is 
(definitely) true under σ1 just in case there is some sense s that determines Hesperus such that 
Ben believes ! , [!"  𝑎 𝑝𝑙𝑎𝑛𝑒𝑡! . This suggests a natural semantics for ÔbelieveÕ and other 
propositional attitude and speech act verbs that complements our semantics for variables 
within that-clauses: ÔbelievesÕ should combine with a that-clause to denote a property (or a 
function from objects to truth-values) that is exemplified by an object just in case that object 
believes at least one of the indefinite denotations the that-clause has.18 

The idea sketched in the last two paragraphs may be made more precise by using sets as 
semantic values for singular terms and variables. Definitely denoting terms will have unit sets 
as denotations, indefinitely denoting terms have sets of two or more objects as denotations.19 
Accordingly, we propose on behalf of the Fregean to replace the Simple Hypothesis with the 
Fregean Hypothesis of the denotation of a variable x under an assignment σ within a that-
clause. Under the Fregean Hypothesis, this denotation is the set of senses that determine the 
object σ assigns to ÔxÕ. That is: 

𝑥 ! = ! 𝑠 𝑠 is a sense !"#! !determines 𝜎!𝑥)  

We modify the view that denotations of that-clauses are concatenations of the denotations 
of their constituents in order to be able to deal with indefinite constituent denotations in the 
obvious way: the denotation of a that-clause is the set of concatenations of any one of the 
denotations of the first constituent with any one of the second with any one of the third, etc. 
LetÕs simplify by only considering that-clauses of the form Ôthat t is FÕ with only two 
semantically relevant constituents ÔtÕ and Ôis FÕ. Then we have: 

that 𝑡!is ! ! = ! 𝑡 !! !"!! !  

Finally, the denotation of Ôφs that pÕ under an assignment σ for a propositional attitude or 
speech act verb φ is as described above: 

! ! !!"#! !! ! ! [!" . ! ! ! ! ! !"#!  𝑝 ! ! ! ! ! 𝑥 ! !  

It remains to check that these proposals yield the desired truth-conditions for 

                                                        
18 To preserve uniformity, we may treat a definitely denoting that-clause such as, perhaps, Ôthat 
Hesperus is a planetÕ as the limit case that has exactly one ÔindefiniteÕ denotation. The recognition of 
indefinitely denoting that-clauses also promises a solution to the problem mentioned in the last 
footnote: even though there may not be one sense every competent speaker associates with a proper 
name such as ÔHesperusÕ, there may be a range of legitimate such senses, so that Ôthat Hesperus is a 
planetÕ has more than one indefinite denotation after all, which still fixes a single truth-value for 
propositional attitude ascriptions in which it occurs. 
19 If we wish, we can then say that a singular term t refers to an object o just in case o is an element of 
the denotation of t. 



23 There is something such that Ben believes that it is a planet; 

according to which the planet Hesperus and not the concept [Hesperus] is a witness whenever 

7 Ben believes that Hesperus is a planet;  

is true and there is such a thing as Hesperus. 

LetÕs work from the top down. (21) is true just in case there is an assignment ! such that 

!"# !believes!!"#! !! !is!! !!"#$%&! = !"#$ !

iff  

[!" ! ! 𝑦! ! ! that!!  !"!! !!"#$%&! ! !"#$"%"&!! ! ! ! ! !"# !  

iff  

! ! ! ! ! 𝑥 ! ! !"  ! !!"#$%&! ∧ !"#$"%"&! ! !"# ! ! . 

Now, according to the Fregean, the relevant occurrences of ÔBenÕ and ÔbelievesÕ have their 
gewöhnliche Bedeutung while those of ÔxÕ and Ôis a planetÕ have their ungerade Bedeutung. 
That is:20 

Ben ! = !"#  

!"#$"%"&!  = !! x. ! ! ! ! !!"#$"%"&!! !  

! !  = ! ! !!"  !  !"#!" !!"#! !determines!! !  

!"!!  planet !  = !is!a!planet!  

Substituting in our truth-conditions for (21) and simplifying yields that (21) is true under an 
assignment ! just in case 

∃! ! ! ! ! 𝑠!!"!a !"#!"  that !"#"$%&'"( !! 𝑥 ! !"!! !!"#$%& ∧ !"# !!"#$"%"& ! ! "!

We finally note that the set of concatenations ! !  !"!! !!"#!" !!"#! !!"#"$%&'"( !! ! ×
!!"!!  !"#$%&!  just is 𝑠![!"!! !!"#$%&! ! !!"!! !!"#!" !!"#!  !"#"$%&'"( !! 𝑥 , i.e. the set of 

propositions that consist of a sense that determines !(x) concatenated with the sense of Ôis a 
planetÕ. Thus, we arrive at the result that (21) is true just in case there is an assignment σ that 
assigns an object o to x such that there is a proposition that consists of a sense that determines 
o concatenated with the sense of Ôis a planetÕ and which Ben believes. 

As desired, the derived truth-conditions for (21) show that the quantification has the planet 
Hesperus as a witness, if there is such a thing as Hesperus and, for instance, Ben believes that 
Hesperus is a planet. And it does not have the concept of Hesperus as a witness, unless Ben 
should somehow come to believe that the concept of Hesperus is a planet. For this reason, our 
semantics has the result that the intuitively invalid inferences cited by Schiffer and Pautz turn 
out to be invalid and the intuitively valid inferences cited above turn out to be valid. Both of 
these results follow on the assumption that the Fregean reference shift thesis is true. 

We end by noting that while our discussion leaves PautzÕs Exportation principle intact but 
inapplicable, it offers an addition to Exportation, Exportation*, and it suggests a generalized 
                                                        
20 Recall our decision to use unit sets as the denotations of definitely denoting expressions and sets 
with more than one element as the denotations of indefinitely denoting expressions. Thus, for instance, 
the first clause states that ÔBenÕ definitely denotes Ben, and the third clause states that ÔxÕ under σ 
indefinitely denotes those senses that determine σ(x). 



exportation principle that underlies both Exportation and Exportation*. The addition licensed 
by our semantics is: 

Exportation*: If t in S(t) is a singular term that denotes a sense that determines o 
and makes no other contribution to the truth conditions of S(t), then S(t) entails 
There is something such that S(it), where o is a witness to that quantification. 

It should be obvious from the above discussion that this is a straightforward consequence of 
our Fregean semantics for that-clauses, in combination with the view that occurrences of 
expressions within that-clauses that are normally singular terms are singular term*s. The 
combination of Exportation and Exportation* systematically covers all cases Schiffer and 
Pautz take Exportation alone to cover, and they do so in a way that has no implausible 
consequences for the Fregean. 

The generalized exportation principle that underlies both Exportation and Exportation* is: 

Generalized Exportation: If t as used in S(t) is ordinarily a singular term whose 
ordinary denotation (gewöhnliche Bedeutung) is o and that makes no other 
contribution to the truth conditions of S(t) than its denotation, then S(t) entails 
There is something such that S(it), where o is a witness to that quantification. 

Supposing that unproblematic occurrences of singular terms and those within that-clauses are 
the only relevant cases, Generalized Exportation is licensed by our semantics and covers all 
cases envisaged by Schiffer and Pautz in a single principle. The only relevant difference to 
Exportation is that, where Exportation speaks of the denotation the expression in question has 
in the linguistic context in which it occurs, Generalized Exportation speaks of the denotation 
the expression ordinarily has. For the opponent of reference shift there is, thus, no 
recognizable difference between Exportation and Generalized Exportation either in scope or 
prediction Ð after all, she thinks that the denotation an expression has in any linguistic context 
is always its ordinary denotation. According to Schiffer and Pautz, for the Fregean (and for 
reference shifters in general), there should not be a difference in scope (since Schiffer and 
Pautz do not distinguish between singular terms and singular term*s) but a difference in 
prediction, so that the two principles are in conflict. We, on the other hand, have argued that 
the Fregean should take the scope of Generalized Exportation to be more inclusive than that 
of Exportation: it covers both ordinary occurrences of singular terms as well as those within 
that-clauses. Since it also yields the correct predictions, the Fregean can both uphold 
Exportation as a special case that does not apply to the problematic inferences as well as 
license those additional inferences that ought to be licensed via Generalized Exportation. 

This concludes our limited defence of the Fregean semantics for that-clauses. There might 
be various worries one could legitimately have concerning the Fregean picture, but SchifferÕs 
and PautzÕs is not one of them.21 

                                                        
21 We would like to thank participants at the Sprachphilosophie Kolloquium 2019 in Hamburg 
(particularly its organizer Miguel Hoeltje), at the workshop Language and World in Graz and the 
Research Seminar Theoretical Philosophy in Bielefeld for helpful comments and discussion. In 
addition, KF would like to thank Tobias Rosefeldt for setting the question of this paper as a homework 
assignment, which she now somewhat belatedly hands in. AS gratefully acknowledges financial 
support from the University of ZurichÕs Forschungskredit (grant no. FK-16-078). He would also like 
to thank Wolfgang KŸnne for impressing on him the idea that a defence of Frege is generally well 
worth oneÕs time. (He leaves it to the reader to decide whether this is one of those few false instances 
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