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SEMANTIC RELATIONISM 
 
Aim of the book: to give a unified solution of Frege’s puzzle, Kripke’s puzzle about 
belief, related problems about variables, etc.  
 

The first chapter starts with a problem about variables: the ‘antinomy of the variable’.  
 

The basic idea behind ‘semantic relationism’:  
 

• the fact that two utterances say the same thing does not depend purely on their 
intrinsic semantic features; 

• we must also admit irreducible semantic relationships.  
 

One might wonder: how is this different from holism? Fine’s answer: SR is a 
‘representationalist’, rather than an ‘inferentialist’, position; i.e., SR is in terms of the 
relationships between language and reality. Analogy between representationalist (about 
meaning) and substantivalist (about space).  
 
1. The Antinomy of the Variable 
 

Initial claim:  
 

• it is generally supposed that we possess a good understanding of how variables 
work (in the symbolism of logic and mathematics, e.g.);  

• but in fact (Fine claims) there are deep problems concerning variables that have 
never been properly recognized;  

• solving them will have profound implications concerning the general nature of 
semantics.  

 

So what is the problem? 
 

It is stated in terms of the notion of a semantic role. The basic idea: for any meaningful 
expression there is something ‘conventional’ (having to do with the particular symbol 
used), and something ‘nonconventional’ (having to do with the representational function 
of those symbols); ‘semantic role’ = nonconventional aspect of an expression.  
 

The ‘antinomy of the variable’ is then as follows.  
 

• Suppose ‘x’ and ‘y’ are two variables; and suppose that each ranges over the real 
numbers (say). 

• Then (it is claimed) we seem to want to say contradictory things about the 
semantic roles of ‘x’ and ‘y’.  

• For consider first two distinct expressions, such as ‘x > 0’ and ‘y > 0’.  
• Then (when we think about these two formulas) we wish to say that the semantic 

roles of ‘x’ and ‘y’ are the same. Any difference here seems to be a 
paradigmatically notational (or, in Fine’s sense, ‘conventional’) one.  

• But now consider the variables’ semantic role in a single expression, e.g., ‘x > y’. 
Then, surely, we want to say that their semantic roles in this formula are different. 
For it is surely an important fact about this formula that it contains two variables, 
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and it would appear that this can only be accounted for by the fact that ‘x’ and ‘y’ 
are playing different semantic roles here.  

 

A question about the set-up: is the first of the contradictory claims (about ‘x > 0’ etc.) 
really compelling?  
 

• After all, in many contexts saying ‘x > 0’ is very different from saying ‘y > 0’. 
(E.g., in a mathematical proof in which the variables have already been 
introduced.)  

 

Perhaps another way to think of the ‘antinomy’: 
 

• In a sense, ‘x’ and ‘y’ are mere notational variants; i.e., there is no difference in 
meaning here.  

• But you cannot (in general) substitute one for the other; so in a sense there is a 
difference in meaning here.  

• The problem is then to account for this difference; and Fine’s claim is that 
semantic relationism is required to do that.  

 

But maybe this still seems less than completely compelling: consider a similar ‘antimony’ 
about ‘this’ and ‘that’.  
 

• Could one not say that there are two aspects to the meaning of these words (a 
stable and a context sensitive one), and they have the same stable meaning, but 
different context sensitive ones? (Cf. Kaplan’s distinction between character and 
content.)  

 

Fine’s move to the pairs x, x and x, y. 
 

Or perhaps the fact that there really is a problem about variables will be revealed more 
clearly once we move on to considering the standard approach to the semantics of 
predicate logic? 
 
2. The Tarskian Approach to Variables 
 

I.e., the standard approach to the semantics of (predicate, or quantificational) logic.  
 

So suppose that we are working with a language with variables x1, x2, …; and suppose 
that the domain (the range of the quantifiers) is some set D.  
 

An assignment is then a function from the variables of the language into D.  
 

Tarski then showed how to give a systematic account of what it is for a given formula to 
be satisfied by a given assignment.  
 

• (So this says that ~A is satisfied by an assignment iff A is not; and ∀xA is 
satisfied by an assignment iff every x-variant of the assignment satisfies A; and so 
on.)  

 

So what, on this approach, is the semantic role of a variable? 
 

Option 1: the semantic role of a variable is simply given by its range (e.g., D, in the case 
of our example).  
 

But the problem with option 1: this gives no account of the sense in which different 
variables have different semantic roles (as evidenced, for example, by the fact that one 
cannot in general substitute one for the other).  
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Hence the need for… 
 

Option 2: take the semantic role of a variable to be what one might call its ‘semantic 
value’ under Tarskian semantics. More specifically: 
 

• the ‘semantic values’ of expressions are what are assigned to meaningful 
expressions and in virtue of which the language is compositional; 

• i.e., in virtue of which the ‘semantic value’ of a complex expression can be 
computed on the basis of those of its constituent expressions.  

• So, on Tarskian semantics, the semantic value of a formula will be the function 
that sends satisfying assignments to TRUE, and nonsatisfying assignments to 
FALSE.  

• E.g., the semantic value of ‘x1 = x2’ will be the function that sends an assignment 
f to TRUE iff f(‘x1’) = f(‘x2’). And so on.  

• Why must this be the semantic value of a formula (on this approach)?  
Because it is what you ‘need to know’ about A, to know which formulas will 
satisfy ~A; similarly for ∀xA; and so on.  

• Similarly, the semantic value of an open term (e.g., ‘x1’, or ‘g(x1,x2)’ for a 2-place 
function symbol ‘g’, …) will be a function from assignments to members of D.  

(Intuitively, the referents of the term under that assignment.) 
• E.g., the semantic value of ‘x1’ will be the function that sends a given assignment 

f to f(‘x1’);  
• and the semantic value of ‘g(x1,x2)’ will be the function that sends a given 

assignment f to G(f(‘x1’),f(‘x2’))  
(where G is the function that g refers to, in our language; e.g., addition in the 
case of ‘+’, and so on).  

 

On this account of semantic values, the semantic value of a complex expression can be 
‘computed’ on the basis of the semantic values of its constituent expressions.  
 

• So the semantic value of ‘~’ (e.g.) is presumably a function from formula-type 
semantic values to formula-type semantic values; i.e., a function from functions 
from assignments into {TRUE,FALSE} to other such functions. 

Specifically, it will send f to f' where f'(a) = TRUE iff f(a) = FALSE. 
• And the semantic value of ‘∀’ is presumably a function from variable-type 

semantic values to a function from formula-type semantic values to formula-type 
semantic values. 

(This will then give the desired semantic value for ‘∀x1’, e.g.) 
• And so on.  
 

So: does this give a satisfactory treatment of the semantic roles of variables?  
 

On this approach, the semantic value of ‘x’ is different from that of ‘y’ (as long as the 
domain contains at least two objects; and if it doesn’t then it is not clear that ‘x’ and ‘y’ 
have different semantic roles in any relevant sense).  
 

• Let f be an assignment with f(‘x’) ≠ f(‘y’). 
• Then the semantic value of ‘x’ and the semantic value of ‘y’ (on this approach) 

will send f to different objects (i.e., f(‘x’) and f(‘y’), resp.). 
• So these semantic values are different (on this approach).  
 

Fine’s objections to this approach… 
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Objection 1: it gives no account of the sense in which ‘x’ and ‘y’ do have the same 
semantic role.  
 

• I.e., on this approach they simply have different semantic roles, in (something 
like) the way in which two individual constants do.  

 

(However, of course, this objection turns on their really being a robust sense in which 
different variables do share a semantic role, and…)  
 

But Fine has another (more important, he says) objection to this approach. 
 

Objection 2: the difference in the semantic values of ‘x’ and ‘y’ (on this approach) turns 
ultimately simply on the difference between the symbols ‘x’ and ‘y’.  
 

• But surely there is a purely semantic difference here. 
• And, if so, the Tarskian approach has not adequately captured it.  
 

So, at least, runs Fine main objection to this treatment of variables.  
 

So (perhaps?) this is how we should think of the (real) ‘antinomy of the variable’: 
 

• on the standard/most straightforward approach to the semantics of predicate logic, 
we cannot give an adequate account of the semantic difference between different 
variables 

(for, on this approach, we can only give an account of this different in terms of 
a typographic difference).  

 

Or (another way to put it): 
 

• it is hard to see how to give a compositional semantics for predicate logic, without 
making the semantic values ‘typographic’ (in some sense); 

• but (surely!) ‘typographic’ semantic values are unsatisfactory 
(just as it would be unsatisfactory to somehow build the semantic value for 
‘red’ out of the symbol ‘red’).  

 

(There are, I think, still questions here. 
 

• For example, should we really expect a compositional semantics for quantified 
formulas that operates on semantic values for variables in (something like) the 
way in which it operates on the semantic values of individual constants? 

• Rather: doesn’t the fact that ‘x’ is a variable amount to its semantic value being 
(in a sense) variable? 

• But, in that case, perhaps all we should expect is (something like) 
compositionality relative to a particular assignment? 

• I.e., it is really clear that this is such a ‘bad’ problem for the standard Tarskian 
approach? 

 

Still, this does seem to be a relatively clear and prima facie relatively reasonable 
complaint one might have about the Tarskian approach…) 
 

But (skipping over the discussion of approaches on which open formulas and open terms 
simply do not have semantic values) what is Fine’s solution? 
 
2. Fine’s Approach to Variables 
 

The basic idea: 
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• distinguish the intrinsic vs the extrinsic (or relational) semantic features of an 
expression.  

• E.g., it is an intrinsic feature of ‘doctor’ that it is true of doctors; 
• but it is an extrinsic feature that it is synonymous with ‘physician’.  
 

Thus, on Fine’s approach to variables: 
 

• the intrinsic semantic features of ‘x’ and ‘y’ are the same. 
• Nevertheless, there is an intrinsic semantic difference between the pair x, x and 

the pair x, y.  
• Or (to put it another way) despite the fact that ‘x’ and ‘y’ have the same intrinsic 

semantic features, 
• nevertheless, ‘x’ stands in semantic relations to itself that it does not stand in to 

‘y’.  
 

To illustrate: 
 

• on this approach, the intrinsic semantic features of a variable are determined once 
you have said what the range of the variable are (i.e., the domain).  

• Nevertheless, you have not thereby fixed the semantic facts about the variables of 
the language, simply by determining that they all have the same range (say). 

• For: you have not said whether or not the variables can vary independently of one 
another, or whether they must all take the same value, or whether they must take 
different values, etc.  

• In this sense: you have not fixed the semantic relations that hold between the 
variables (even though you have fixed their intrinsic semantic features).  

 

Thus, on this approach, ‘semantic intrinsicalism’ (i.e., the view that semantic relations 
supervene on intrinsic semantic features of expressions) is false.  
 

(Analogy with Max Black’s indiscernible spheres.) 
 

But how exactly does this solve the antimony of the variable?  
 

On standard approaches to semantics, you assign atomic expressions semantic values, and 
you then show how to compute the semantic value of a complex expression in terms of its 
atomic constituents.  
 

On Fine’s relational approach (in contrast) one does not simply assign semantic values to 
individual expressions. 
 

• Rather, one assigns sequences of expressions E1, E2,…, En ‘semantic connections’ 
(denoted |E1, E2, …, En|).  

• (The semantic value of an expression E is then, as it were, the degenerate case of 
semantic connection: |E|.) 

 

Compositionality (as standardly conceived) will be given up: 
 

• if E1, E2, …, En are the atomic constituents of E, then |E| will not in general be 
function of |E1|, |E2|, …, |En|. 

 

But a relational version of compositionality will still hold: 
 

• the semantic connection |F1, F2, …, E, …, Fm| will still be a function of |F1, F2, …, 
E1, E2, …, En …, Fm|.  
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The proposed conception of a semantic connection is then as follows. 
 

• Consider, e.g., the sequence ‘x + y’, ‘x > y’, ‘z’.  
• The ‘semantic connection’ on this sequence will then be the set of sequences of 

values these three expressions can take (i.e., relative to a given assignment to the 
variables).  

• So, in this case, the semantic connection will include 5, FALSE, 6 (obtained by 
given 2 to ‘x’, 3 to ‘y’ and 6 to ‘z’), 

• and it will also include 6, TRUE, 2 (obtained by giving 4 to ‘x’, 2 to ‘y’ and 2 to 
‘z’).  

 

It then seems relatively straightforward to (more generally) determine (compositionally) 
semantic connections between terms, atomic formulas, and truth-functions of atomic 
formulas.  
 

But how does it work with quantifiers?  
 

• The natural thought is that (e.g.) the semantic connection on ∃xA(x), E (for some 
expression E) is determined as follows. 

• TRUE, e belongs to this connection iff for some individual of the domain a, a, 
TRUE, e belongs to the semantic connection on x, A(x), E.  

 

But this won’t work. For consider ∃x x > 0, x.  
 

• The above ‘natural thought’ would suggest that TRUE, 0 will not belong to the 
semantic connection on ∃x x > 0, x. 

• But we want it to! 
(To see why, consider what would happen if one started with ∃x x > 0, ∃x x = 
0; one wants the connection on this sequence to include TRUE, TRUE; but the 
natural thought will give the result that it will not; since computing in the 
suggested way in terms of the sequence x, x > 0, x, x = 0 will not give that 
result.) 

 

Fine’s solution to this problem is as follows. 
 

• When one starts with ∃xA(x), x; and then ‘derives’ the sequence x, A(x), x; one 
should not take the two occurrences of ‘x’ to be ‘coordinated’. 

• That is, one should not insist that these two occurrences must always take the 
same object.  

• Thus, if A(x) is x > 0, then the sequence will be x, x > 0, x; and the idea is that the 
first two occurrences of ‘x’ are coordinated with one another, but they are not 
coordinated with the third occurrence.  

 

Thus, sequences of expressions do not have semantic connections simpliciter. 
 

• Rather, they have semantic connections relative to a ‘coordination scheme’; 
• where a ‘coordination scheme’ will tell us which occurrences of the same variable 

are coordinated.  
• (A coordination scheme can be represented by a series of ‘wires’ connecting 

different occurrences of the same variable.)  
 

Given a sequence of expressions plus a coordination scheme, it is then seems relatively 
straightforward (!) to determine the semantic connection, given the semantic connection 
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between the (relevant) atomic expressions, together with the (corresponding) 
coordination scheme.  
 

• I.e., this approach is compositional. 
 

Further, it does not suffer from the problem that Tarski’s approach did 
 

• because semantic connections are not in any way ‘typographic’.  
 

So perhaps this is the correct solution to the ‘antinomy of the variable’? 
 

One possible question one might have about this solution is the following.  
 

• On this view, coordination schemes get into the syntax. 
• Thus, the formula ∃x x > 0 is thought of as being derived from the sequence x, x > 

0—where the two occurrences of ‘x’ are coordinated 
(so 0, TRUE is not included in the semantic connection on this formula).  

• But then why is not (e.g.) ‘x > 0 ∧ x = 0’ ambiguous? 
• I.e., one reading on which it is derived from a coordinated sequence (the standard 

reading of the formula) and one in which it is derived from the uncoordinated 
sequence (i.e., the sequence on which the two occurrences of ‘x’ are not 
coordinated). 

• In contrast, there are contexts in which ‘This is greater than 0, but this is not’ is 
true.  

• But (on our actual understanding of standard logical symbolism, which is what 
Fine is trying to account for) there does not seem to be any true reading of ‘x > 0 
∧ x = 0’.  

• Or maybe Fine could actually argue that there is…? In which case perhaps that 
supports the view…!  

 

And similarly for ‘∃x x = x’ (a reading on which the occurrences of ‘x’ are not all 
coordinated), and so on.  
 
Another issue: 
 

• in setting up the antinomy, Fine said (e.g.) that (intuitively) there is big difference 
between ‘x > y’ and ‘x > x’.  

• And (similarly) that the pair x, x has different intrinsic features to the pair x, y.  
• But on the view we end up with, this no longer seems quite accurate: 

since there are coordinated and uncoordinated versions in each case.  
• Perhaps though Fine can explain the apparent intuitive difference between the two 

cases…?  


