
1 Introduction

Given Donald Davidson’s commitment to a Tarski-style semantic theory involving transla-

tion of an object language into a metalanguage, it’s no surprise that he’s is concerned with

quotation. Pretend that the object language is English and that an adequate translation of

all English sentences without quotation marks has been given in terms of a finite metalan-

guage. Would this accomplishment result in a semantic theory of English à la Davidson?

Well, not quite because for every one of the infinitude of disquoted English sentences, there

is at least one quoted counterpart. 1 ‘Infinity is too big to understand’ and “Infinity’ is

too big to understand’ are both sentences. The addition of quoted versions of disquoted

sentences would not be a problem if the truth conditions of each quoted sentences were

the same as its naked counterpart, but since quotation marks (like belief report contexts)

can change the semantic role of what’s inside them, a separate translation for each quoted

sentence is needed. As I said, there are an infinite number of quoted sentences, and so

they cannot be translated piecemeal. Instead, a generative rule must be adduced. In other

words, a theory of quotation is needed.

Davidson (1979) fills this theoretical need with what he calls the demonstrative theory of

quotation. On his view, the quotation marks themselves refer to the material they contain

by pointing at it. Since anything (more importantly, any sentence) can be pointed at,

quotation is a productive device. Davidson’s theory is plausible, but according to François

Recanati (2001), it strains to deal with sentences in which quotations do not appear to

function as a singular terms. He’s right, but the demonstrative theory’s clumsiness is not

unbearable, and his own account has worse consequences.

2 Open Quotation

To set up the disagreement between Davidson and Recanati, some distinctions are needed.

First, distinguish between closed and open quotation. In closed quotation, the quoted

material is serving as a singular term but in open quotation it is not. Davidson’s theory

is designed with closed quotations in mind, and it deals successfully with them. Sentences

(1) and (2) would be rendered as (1*) and (2*) by Davidson’s theory.

(1) ‘Red’ is a three letter word.

(1*) Red That is a three letter word.

1Technically, if quotes can be nested, then for every English sentence, there are an infinite number of

quoted counterparts. Red is a color. ‘Red’ is a color. “Red” is a color. Etc.

1



(2) Maverick said ‘It’s time to buzz the tower.’

(2*) It’s time to buzz the tower Maverick said that.

In these sentences the quoted material does not play its normal semantic role. To see

this, note that Maverick could have said anything, even non-sense and (2) would still be

grammatical. Further, what he does say, ‘It’s time to buzz the tower’ would be a complete

sentence on it’s own, but functions as a noun phrase in the speech report. Similarly, (1)

is only true because ‘Red’ is in quotes. If it were not, the sentence would be false since

red is color and therefore not composed of letters. However, there are important uses of

quotation that appear to be open and also to leave the normal semantic function of the

quoted material untouched. (3) is Davidson’s famous example (28).

(3) Quine says that quotation ‘has a certain anomalous feature.’

In (3), ‘has a certain anomalous feature’ functions as a predicate, which is it’s normal

grammatical role. Also, removing the quotations from (3) does not change the truth of

the sentence. If the surface appearance of this sentence is not deceptive, than Davidson’s

theory would treat it as the mangled (3*).

(3*) has a certain anomalous feature Quine says that quotation that.

(3*) is missing a predicate and so could not be an adequate treatment of (3). The source

of the problem is that in (3) the very words that one wants to refer to are being used in

the sentence; one wants to use those words in their normal manner as well as to mention

them. To capture this insight, Davidson claims that (3) contains a hidden metalinguistic

phrase that provides a slot for a singular term, something like ‘using ’ or ‘with .’ His

claim is that what appears to be an example of open quotation is actually covertly closed.

The final result would be something like (3’).

(3’) has a certain anomalous feature Using that, Quine says that quotation has a certain

anomalous feature.

The introduction of an elided component may or may not be adequate. Recanati thinks

it is not, but rather than dwell on Davidson’s account of (3), I want to continue to a more

climactic point in the dialectic, which involves introducing a more extreme example of open

quotation, often termed scare quotation.

Recanati offers (4) as just such an extreme example (658).

(4) The demonstration provides the ‘mode of presentation’ of the referent, hence deter-

mines the contextual ‘sense’ of the demonstrative.
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There is no speech report in (4) and again no place for a singular term to go. More

pointedly, the quotations are not referring to anything, but are highlighting the use of

Fregean terminology to create an atmosphere for the sentence that aids interpretation. So,

even pretending that the ellipsis treatment of (3) is unobjectionable, it seems that it cannot

work for (4). Davidson treats quotation as essentially referring, but in (4) the quotes just

do not seem to be referring to anything and there is no speaker to ground an introduction

of a hidden metalinguistic predicate like ‘using’ (as in (3’) above). What to do?

Davidson does not explicitly address uses of quotations like (4), but one gathers from

his silence on the issue as well as other oblique comments he makes (28) that he would

regard (4) as an example of scare quotes, which are altogether different from say, report

quotes. In other words, quotation marks are ambiguous between two types of quotation

and his theory is intended to account for only the reporting variety.

Recanati thinks he can do better. As he sees it, Davidson built his theory in the wrong

direction by designing it to deal with closed quotation ((1) and (2) 2), stretching it to deal

with some examples of open quotation (3), 3 and then positing ambiguity to justify giving

up on other cases altogether ( cases like (4)). To improve things, Recanati starts from the

other direction. He builds his theory to handle scare quote sentences like (4) and then

stretches it to accommodate the Quine sentence (3) and closed quotations ((1) and (2)).

According to Recanati, his theory is superior because it achieves theoretical unity (gets rid

of the ambiguity of quotation marks) while requiring less contortion along the way.

His final product – the pragmatic theory of quotation – claims that quotations are

merely a highlighting device that are capable of implying different things depending on

context. Thus, the difference between a scare quote sentence like (4) and its disquoted

counterpart is something like the difference between ‘he is rich and stupid’ and ‘he is rich

but stupid’ (661-662) The quotation marks highlight certain words and context determines

the specific conclusion that should be drawn from such highlighting, in this case the author’s

cognizance of Fregean themes.

In (4) the reader is supposed to enrich their understanding of the proposition by seeing

the point of the quotes, and Recanati says the same thing about (3). Specifically, the reader

is supposed to see that ‘has a certain anomalous’ feature is being prominently displayed

in order to imply that Quine said those exact words. The problem is that Quine uttering

the words ‘has a certain anomalous feature’ seems to be part of the truth-conditions of (3)

and not a mere implication. Instead, the quotes seem to be part of the sentence (what is

said) and removing them would change the proposition being expressed just as surely as

2For convenience: (1) ‘Red’ is a three letter word. (2) Maverick said, ‘It’s time to buzz the tower.’
3For convenience: (3) Quine says that quotation ‘has a certain anomalous feature.’
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changing the ‘and’ to an ‘or’ in ‘he is rich and stupid.’ This seems to be evidence that (3)

really does harbor a disguised singular term that is the object of Quine’s saying.

Here, Recanati tries to dispel the belief that Quine’s verbatim use of ‘has an anomalous

feature’ really is a truth condition on sentence (3). He argues that what is happening in

(3) is not that the proposition (what is said) is being changed by the quote marks, but

that its truth conditional content is being ‘pragmatically enriched’ (671). His illustration

of the point relies on the contrast between ‘He took out his key and opened the door’ and

someone who, when offered brandy, says ‘I don’t drink alcohol.’ Recanati’s argument is

that there is implication in both cases. The first sentence implies that the same key that

was readied was the one that opened the door and the second sentence implies that the

speaker does not want brandy, but there is a difference in the status of these implications,

in how deep they run.

According to Recanati, the implication of stating one’s general abstention from alco-

hol, i.e., declining the brandy, remains psychologically distinct from the assertion of one’s

general abstention, whereas the pragmatic suggestion raised by the sentence about the

key does not remain distinct from the sentence’s propositional content. Rather what is

implicated by the key-sentence collapses into and becomes part of what is asserted and

in doing so changes the intuitive truth conditions of the utterance (672). The idea, put

differently, is that the implication can be easily dismissed without engendering puzzlement

in the brandy case (by saying something like ‘but I’ll have that brandy this time’) but

that a dismissal in the key case would be greeted with bemusement without more careful

reflection on the part of the hearer. The implication in the key case is so strong that it

seems to infect was is actually said rather than remaining at the level of what is implied.

By the same token, we think that Quine’s verbatim use of ‘has an anomalous feature’ is

part of the truth conditions of the sentence, but we are deceived. All that has happened is

an especially powerful implicative illusion.

3 A Defense of Davidson

Call me old-fashioned, but I think that there is a significant difference between report

quotations and scare quotations. The latter may be rightly interpreted a pragmatic phe-

nomenon, but I don’t think sentences like (3) should be so treated. In short, I think

Davidson did things correctly.

First, I think Recanati’s distinction between implications that collapse into what is

asserted (and so take a lot of reflection to pry them apart) and those that do not, is pretty

flimsy. If I tell someone who offers me a drink that I don’t drink alcohol and am met
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with the question ‘but do you want the drink or not?’ I would have to think for a second

to understand why they thought that question was still a live one. I would, after a few

seconds, realize that they were a very literal-minded person and so correct my speech by

directly replying to the question. The same thing would happen if someone asked me, after

I uttered the key-sentence, whether ‘the person used their own key to get in.’ It would

probably take me longer in the key case to see why my interlocutor was asking a question

that I took myself to have just answered, but there is no firm difference. Some people

may quickly recognize the possibility of misconstrual and others may not. Context will

further alter the ability of speakers and writers to detect reliance on implication. To an

ordinary speaker (who is not trying to exploit the difference between what is said and what

is implied, as the person who turns down the drink is not), every implication feels like it’s

part of what is asserted until someone raises the discrepancy through puzzlement. Things

go smoothly until the conversation hits a snag.

There are bigger problems. If (3) 4 communicates Quine’s exact words only by impli-

cation, how could someone not get the implication, and if someone didn’t, what could she

point out about the sentence in order to help the author understand the problem? If I

don’t get the implication of the key-sentence, I can ask for clarification: ‘he pulled out the

key AND opened the door, but are the two connected?’ and the speaker will understand

the imprecision that is preventing me from understanding the implication that the very

key that was readied was then used to open the door. The conjunction is the hang up.

Suppose that I don’t get the implication in (3) that Quine used the exact words in

quotes. What can I ask the author of (3) that will highlight the imprecision that is pre-

venting me from getting the supposedly present implication? If I say, ‘You QUOTED Quine

as saying such and such, but did he say those words,’ the author will remain puzzled as to

what more needs to be said. I might be able to make the problem clear by saying, ‘there are

quote marks around these words, but did Quine say them?’ but if that sentence succeeded

in drawing the problem out (and it might not), it would likely only do so by highlighting

the ambiguity that Recanati wanted to avoid. Even the most astute author, if she got the

point of the last formulation of my question, would say something like ‘O right, those are

report quotation marks, not scare quotes.’

A final problem, and one which I think is the most ornate but possibly the most fatal, is

that if quotation is only of one type, the highlighting type, then there should be no problem

with highlighting a group of words within quotes for different reasons. Look at (5).

(5) George Bush said, ‘we have accomplished the mission.’

4Quine says that quotation ‘has a certain anomalous feature.’
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All of the words within the quotation marks are displayed, and the normal implication

is that they are there to indicate that Bush said all of them (if Recanati is right), but if

quotation is just a method to get the reader to attach special significance to the quoted

material, there is no reason that multiple implications couldn’t be run together within the

scope of a single set of quotation marks. Maybe by uttering (5) I intend only to quote Bush

up to ‘the’ and ‘mission’ is only included within the quotes to emphasize the absurdity of

that word. Or worse, maybe I intend to communicate that Bush said ‘we have’ and ‘the

mission’ but never said ‘accomplished’ which I have quoted only to draw attention to it

(maybe I don’t think the mission had been accomplished).

Of course, mixing the reasons for putting words in quotes would be a very bad policy

if clear communication were the goal, and Recanati would no doubt make that point, but

on his view, there would be nothing grammatically off-limits about doing so. But to me,

including words within quote marks for different reasons is categorically forbidden and the

reason would be that there are two types of quotes. In (5) the enclosed material must either

be a direct report of what Bush said or else a use of scare quotes. The quoted material

must be homogenous in type and Recanati’s approach abandons that rule.

4 Conclusion

Recanati argues that the difference between report quotes and scare quotes is merely a

pragmatic one and that cues in the sentence help the reader determine why something is

in quotes. I don’t think the data about quotation supports this reading. There are two

types of quotation and one type, the report type which Davidson theorized, refers to what

is enclosed.
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