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Abstract

Here is a common argument in favor of the idea that idiolects, rather than common, public or
natural languages, are the basic units of analysis in the study of language: when a speaker utters
a sentence assertorically and a hearer takes the speaker to have spoken truly, what the hearer
comes to believe depends not on what the sentence the speaker uttered means, but rather on what
the hearer takes it to mean. Successful communication, then, depends on coordination between
speaker and hearer on the meaning of the sentence, and not on what the sentence "really” means.
Examined more closely, the argument shows more than just that meaning in the speaker/hearer's
idiolect, rather than in some more encompassing language, is what we should be interested in if
we want to understand communication. Rather, | suggest, what it shows is that it simply doesn't
matter whether the uttered sentence means anything at all as long as speaker and hearer share the
relevant beliefs about its meaning. Furthermore, it shows that the semantic beliefs in question
need not even be true—that they can, indeed, be logically false. Seeing this, | claim requires
mostly seeing what is wrong in the idea that knowledge gained by testimony is justified in part
by claims about what the speaker's words meant. | close by advertising one significant payoff: a
resolution to the semantic paradoxes that is entirely compatible with classical logic.
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