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Abstract. The paper aims to add contextual dependence to the new directival 
theory of meaning – a functional role semantics based on Kazimierz Ajdukie-
wicz’s directival theory of meaning. We show that the original formulation found 
in (Grabarczyk/2019) does not have a straight answer on how the meaning of 
indexicals and demonstratives is established. We illustrate it on the example of 
some problematic axiomatic and inferential directives containing indexicals. We 
show that the main reason why developing the nDTM in this direction is difficult 
is that the theory focuses on the notion of a sentence (and not the notion of an 
utterance). To add the latter notion to the theory we follow the idea of contextual 
perdurantism and add the notion of admissible contextual distribution to meaning 
directives. We argue that this resolution solves the problem of meaning of index-
icals and demonstratives in the nDTM (at least in the case of axiomatic and ref-
erential directives).  
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1 New Directival Theory of Meaning 

The new directival theory of meaning (henceforth the nDTM) is a functional role se-
mantics based on a theory of meaning originally proposed by Kazimierz Ajdukiewicz 
in the 1930s.2 The theory starts with an observation about a specific type of disputes 
language users sometimes engage in. It is not uncommon for both sides to realize that 
their dispute may be purely verbal – that it is only a result of using words with two 
different meanings. What the users do in these cases is that they shift their focus from 
the original dispute towards something the nDTM calls semantic trials. The trials con-
front the user with sentences that contain the disputed expression. The unusual nature 
of these sentences is that they are typically never used outside of the context of a se-
mantic trial – they would have been seen as too trivial in a normal conversation. They 
function as cornerstones or boundaries of language as every competent user knows they 
are expected to accept them (if they want to be treated as competent language users). 

 
1 The work on this paper was funded by National Science Center, Poland, grant under award 

number 2018/29/B/HS1/01868. 
2 A detailed explanation of the theory can be found in (Grabarczyk/2019) 
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The (often unspoken) rules that specify the user to accept a particular sentence P in 
some specified circumstances C, are what give the theory its name – they are the titular 
“meaning directives”. Depending on the type of circumstances the theory differentiates 
between four types of directives: axiomatic, inferential, empirical and promotive. The 
first category is the easiest to explain as it is the one that does not specify any particular 
circumstances – the only thing the axiomatic directives ensure is that the user accepts a 
particular sentence, regardless of the circumstances they are in. Building on this simple 
structure it should now be easy to picture inferential directives as rules that instruct the 
user to accept a given sentences provided that they accepted some other, specified sen-
tence – imagine the modus ponens rule as a model example of this. Things get more 
interesting (and, admittedly, more complicated) once we proceed to the third and the 
fourth type of directives which add extra-linguistic circumstances to the mix. Empirical 
directives instruct the language user to accept a particular sentence if they happen to be 
in certain perceptual state3 (imagine a sentence “this is red” while looking at a vivid red 
surface). The last type of directives states that in situations where the users accept a 
certain sentence, they should perform a certain bodily action (enter a certain motor 
state).  

Following the original theory, the nDTM assumes that for every simple expression 
in language there is a set of directives that contain this expression. The set of all of the 
directives that function in a given language constitutes the language matrix. This con-
struct enables us to define meaning of an expression as its distribution in the language 
matrix. Since the language matrix is a theoretical construct of the linguist - a description 
of patterns of acceptance that can be observed in the linguistic community, it can be 
represented in a variety of ways. One simple way of representing it is a table which 
contains two main sections – the input and the output part. Both parts can contain lin-
guistic and extra-linguistic parts and the four types of meaning directives we described 
above can now be distinguished depending on which combination of input and output 
they contain. Axiomatic directives are the ones that result in linguistic output, regard-
less of the type of input. Inferential directives tie linguistic output with linguistic input; 
empirical directives present linguistic output when a specified extra-linguistic input is 
present; last but not least, promotive directives combine linguistic input and non-lin-
guistic output.  

2 Indexicals and Demonstratives in the nDTM: the problem 

The ambition of the nDTM is to provide a theory of linguistic meaning. The realization 
of this task, however, faces a serious theoretical challenge when it comes to the analysis 
of indexicals and demonstratives (as well as context-sensitive expressions in general). 
Roughly speaking, the standard view on the semantics of such expressions assumes a 
difference between the linguistic meaning (analogous to the principle stating that in the 
case of ‘I’, ‘I’ refers to the speaker of the context, in Kaplanian semantics such rules 

 
3 The way this state is understood is rather complex but we do not have the space to discuss it in 

more detail. See (Grabarczyk/2019) for a thorough discussion of its nature. 
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are represented as functions from contexts to contents), content expressed on a partic-
ular occasion (in Kaplanian semantics represented as functions from circumstances of 
evaluation to extension) and the extension of an expression with respect to particular 
circumstances of evaluation (possible worlds in the simplest possible case). One might 
expect, therefore, that the nDTM will provide at least a partial method of arriving at the 
rules that intuitively are linguistic meanings of indexicals and demonstratives. This is, 
however, highly problematic due to the following reason: the nDTM uses the notion of 
accepting a sentence in a situation that makes no reference to the context of use.4  

 As we have mentioned above, among the types of meaning directives considered 
in the nDTM the axiomatic and the inferential ones are usually mentioned. The latter 
class contains the directives that specify that certain sentences have to be accepted in 
every situation while the former specify that certain sentences have to be accepted if 
certain other sentences have been accepted. Not every possible language and set of di-
rectives must meet the additional constraint to the effect that axiomatic and inferential 
directives must follow the classical logic (and its standard extensions). However, we 
assume that languages that meet such a constraint are much closer in the spirit to natural 
language, at least if we consider some minimal set of logical truths and rules of infer-
ence. If this is the case, the nDTM must say something about the acceptance of sen-
tences that contain indexical and demonstrative constituents and, at the very same time, 
are either exemplifications of logical truths or exemplifications of components of logi-
cally valid inferences. We know, however, that without the appropriate specification 
regarding the role of context every such an exemplification is prone to counterexam-
ples.  

 Consider, for instance, the law of identity A Þ A and its (prima facie) indexical 
exemplification: 

 
(*) If you are a philosopher, then you are a philosopher. 
 
(*) is false in cases in which the addressee of the first occurrence of “you” in (*) is 

a philosopher and the addressee of the second occurrence of “you” in (*) is not. Thus 
at least on some occasions (*) should be rejected. The matrix of the language that con-
tains (*) and respects the law of identity must therefore tell the difference between the 
occasions and the corresponding uses of (*).  

  
To see another example, consider an inference that (again: prima facie) puts into 

question the validity of the conjunction elimination rule: 
 
This is a conjunction and Rome is situated on the Tiber.  
 
Therefore: This is a conjunction.  
 

 
4 Another way of looking at it explored in (Grabarczyk/2019) is that the only context the nDTM 

mentions is the context of a semantic trial.  
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The proponent of the nDTM should explain why this is actually not a real exempli-
fication of conjunction elimination rule at all, just like some uses of (*) are not exem-
plifications of the law of identity. One may produce examples of this sort with respect 
to every tautology and rule of inference that any system of logic treats as valid5.  

 Note that some intuitive replies are not applicable to the nDTM. Saying, for in-
stance, that tautologies and rules of inference represent propositions, not sentences is 
not helpful at all because, firstly, our task is to construct a matrix of a language by 
appealing to the notion of an acceptance of a sentence and, secondly, define a linguistic 
meaning in terms of such a matrix. Propositional contents simply cannot do that job. 
The only way of solving the problem, it seems, is to introduce the context of utterance 
into nDTM. Doing this properly is by no means easy: one has to avoid generalizations 
and simplifications similar to the assumption that sameness of context associated with 
entire utterance will do the required job. The examples we have just discussed will be 
dealt with but at the cost of ignoring the fact that only certain contextual changes ought 
to count as relevant. 

3 Indexicals and Demonstratives in the nDTM: the solution 

In order to address the problem, we shall introduce the notion of admissible contextual 
distribution of an utterance. We borrow the idea in question from the theory of contex-
tual perdurantism (Ciecierski/2019). It treats each relevant aspect of context as an in-
dependent dimension of contextual space and treats utterances as aggregates of contex-
tual parts across actual distributions of contextual parameters or, as one might put it, 
contextually perduring objects. Roughly speaking, admissible contextual distribution 
of an utterance is the sequence of potential values of contextual parameters that deter-
mine the semantic values of all indexicals and demonstratives6 that are terminal ele-
ments of the syntactic analysis of the uttered sentence.  Consider (*) again and assume 
that it is used in the context c which embraces two potential candidates for the role of 
addressee: Lauben and Ligens. Given the (categorial) syntax of (*), that is: 

 

 
5 The problem has been studied extensively by many authors, some important work include: 

(Kaplan/1989), (Braun/1996), (Predelli/2005), (Radulescu/2015), (Georgi/2020).  
6 For the sake of simplicity we ignore here important differences between the representation of 

indexicals and demonstratives. In the former case the distributions concern demonstrations 
(considered as aspects of contexts) conceived as complex actions constituted by intentions 
and an elementary action of indication (cf. Ciecierski, Makowski (manuscript).  
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We associate the following set of admissible contextual distributions with it7: 
 
{<i1 – Lauben, i2 – Lauben>, <i1 – Ligens, i2 – Ligens>, 
 <i1 – Lauben, i2 – Ligens>, <i1 – Ligens, i2 – Lauben>} 
 
For terminal elements of the syntactic structure we shall sometimes represent the 

fact that a particular terminal element is associated with a value of a particular contex-
tual parameter in terms of an ordered pair: <expression, distribution>. This will be done 
just for the sake of simplicity: distributions concern entire sentences and the assign-
ments always connect an expression with a value of a contextual parameter.  

We assume that only one of the distributions here is the relevant one: depending on 
the speaker’s intentions (speaker is treated here as another aspect of the context) only 
one corresponds to what is communicated in the utterance. Now among all the distri-
butions there are the ones that are homogeneous: they assign the same value of a con-
textual parameter to each occurrence of a particular indexical (<i1 – Lauben, i2 – Lau-
ben> and <i1 – Ligens, i2 – Ligens> in our example). Homogeneous distributions are 
exactly the ones we are looking for when the issue of an axiomatic and inferential di-
rectives arises.  

 Relevant and admissible contextual distributions represent actual contexts of ut-
terance (note that this concept is defined partially in terms of speaker’s intentions). We 
might, therefore, treat a pair consisting of a sentence and a contextual distribution as a 
representation of a particular utterance.  

 In the original nDTM the concept of an acceptance is defined for sentences and 
circumstances understood in terms of input data to which the language user is exposed. 
Introducing contexts into the nDTM requires substantial modifications in that concept.  
Firstly, the notion of acceptance should now apply not to sentences but to utterances 
(our: sentence-contextual distribution pairs). Secondly, the circumstances of ac-
ceptance must be clearly separated from the context of utterance. Since the proper sub-
ject of acceptance is the sentence with its (fixed) contextual distribution and since – at 
least in the case of axiomatic directives – one has to appeal to arbitrary circumstances 
in which the sentence is accepted, the two elements should be clearly kept apart. 

 
77 Here the aspects of the context are identical with referents of particular indexical but in other 

cases it does not have to be like this: expressions like “today” or “yesterday” are linked to 
moments of utterance while referring to days that are appropriately related to the moments of 
utterance.  
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Additionally, one has to note that the notion of relevant distribution has an important 
role to play here: we do not want to allow for situations where the sentences are not 
accepted solely due to the fact that the admissible distribution conflicts with the inten-
tion of the speaker.  

The next step is to modify the idea behind the notions of axiomatic and inferential 
meaning directives and define both concepts relative to homogeneous contextual dis-
tributions and use the modified notion of acceptance. In the case of axiomatic directives 
we have8: 

 
If cd is the relevant and homogeneous contextual distribution of the sentence S, the 

user accepts the utterance <S, cd> in every circumstance of acceptance c.  
 
The extension of the idea to inferential directives is not that simple, however. The 

first sketch of the idea looks as follows: 
 
If the user accepts utterances <s1, cd1>…<sn, cdn>, then she accepts the utterance 

<sk, cdk> (for k = 1…n+1).  
Here, however, we loose any track of the (inferentially relevant) connections be-

tween contextual distributions. For instance, the idea given above does not distinguish 
between: 

 
<This, cd1> is a conjunction and Rome is situated on the Tiber.  
Therefore: <This, cd1> is a conjunction.  
 
And (for cd1 different from cd2): 
 
<This, cd1> is a conjunction and Rome is situated on the Tiber.  
Therefore: <This, cd2> is a conjunction.  
 
Additionally, it does not distinguish between: 
 
If <you, cd1> are a philosopher, <you, cd1> are poorer than <me, cd1>. 
<You, cd1> are a philosopher. 
Therefore: <You, cd1> are poorer than <me, cd1>. 
 
And (again: for cd1 different from cd2): 
 
If <you, cd1> are a philosopher, <you, cd1> are poorer than <me, cd1>. 
<You, cd2> are a philosopher. 
Therefore: <You, cd1> are poorer than <me, cd1>. 

 
8 In the case of both axiomatic and inferential directives the complete formulations should include 

information that the user accepts a sentence or will be treated by the language community as 
not participating in a semantic trial or not to use a sentence in the meaning it has in a particular 
language (cf. Grabarczyk/2019: 177). For the sake of simplicity we use here a shorter and 
more intuitive formulation.  
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The solution looks as follows: we assume that among all homogeneous contextual 

distributions there is one that is maximal, that is the one that embraces distributions of 
all premises and the conclusion of the argument. Since the maximal distribution enables 
tracking the relevant connections between the values of contextual parameters instead 
of considering potentially different distributions of premises and conclusion we might 
assign to all of them single maximal distribution. If cdm is such an maximal distribution, 
this results in the following characteristics: 

 
If the user accepts utterances <s1, cdm>…<sn, cdm>, then she accepts the utterance 

<sk, cdm> (for k = 1…n+1).  
 
This new idea of meaning directive results in a modification of the idea of the lan-

guage matrix. Keep in mind that: the general form of an old language matrix included 
two main parts: an input and an output pair. The former comprises an initial internal 
state of an agent, linguistic action (of acceptance or rejection, if any) and linguistic item 
being the subject of the linguistic action in question. The output pair comprises motor 
actions, linguistic actions and linguistic items. The cells of the table (both at its input 
and output parts) might be empty on a particular occasion but the general idea is that if 
at the input or output part there is a linguistic item the linguistic action of some sort 
must present there as well.  

 Now the main modification of the language matrix must include in the column 
(part) devoted to linguistic items the information about the distribution: relevant and 
homogenous distribution in the case of a candidate for an axiomatic directive (present 
in the output part of the table) and maximal distribution (present in the input and the 
output part of the table). The definition of meaning offered by nDTM remains un-
changed: The meaning of expression E in language L is its distribution in the language 
matrix of L. However, the idea of an distribution offers also an option of defining the 
counterpart of the notion of content (for indexicals): 

 
The content of expression E in language L is its distribution in the language matrix 

of L across identical contextual distributions.  
 
For expressions that do not require an appeal to context the content is the linguistic 

meaning (that means that the idea of content differs from that of intension of an expres-
sion) but for expressions that do require such a reference only the expressions mixed 
with the same values of contextual parameters may count as content identical.  

4 Conclusion 

As we saw, the original nDTM does not have an easy way of handling indexicals and 
demonstratives and remains to be prone to counterexamples such as the one presented 
in (*). In the paper we have sketched the manner in which context can be added to the 
new Directival Theory of Meaning. We argue that the main reason why this cannot be 
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done easily is that the theory operates only on the notion of an acceptance of the sen-
tence (and not the notion of acceptance of an utterance). To solve this problem and add 
this capability to the theory we follow the idea of contextual perdurantism and use the 
notion of admissible contextual distribution. This extension of the nDTM modifies its 
key notion of a meaning directive, adding the parameter of contextual distribution to it. 
This, among other things, enables introducing into nDTM the representations of partic-
ular utterances and clearly distinguish between the context of utterance and circum-
stances of acceptance.  
 The solution presented in section 3 pertains to two (of four) types of directives de-
fined in the nDTM – axiomatic and inferential. Whether it can be easily extended to 
two remaining types of directives remains to be established in future studies.  
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