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Abstract: In his book (2021) Trueman attempts to provide a solution
to the problem of the concept horse, which according to Frege’s pub-
lished writings is an object, not a concept. In the course of doing so
Trueman rejects Wright’s response (1998) according to which some
objects are also concepts, for example, the concept horse, so the cat-
egories are not exclusive. Trueman’s argument for exclusivity (Chap-
ter 4) is the heart of the book, and as he says , it is his response to
holders of differing views, like Wright. I think that there is a gap in
Trueman’s argument which needs to be filled if Wright is to be con-
sidered refuted.
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Concepts may still be objects

In his book (2021) Trueman attempts to provide a solution to the par-
adox of the concept horse, which according to Frege’s published writings is
an object, not a concept. In the course of doing so Trueman rejects Wright’s

response (1998, 2001) according to which some objects are also concepts,
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for example, the concept horse, so the categories are not exclusive. Accord-
ing to Wright this is so because the concept horse is an object in virtue of
being the reference of the singular term ‘the concept horse’ and a concept
in virtue of being the ascriptum of, what is ascribed by, the predicate ‘is a
horse’. Reference and ascription are two different relations, but some things,
concepts, are both referents and ascripta. Wright’s aim is to offer a resolu-
tion of the paradox of the concept horse whilst retaining the intuitive sound-
ing reference principle, that sameness of reference ensures sameness of se-
mantic role, which making the distinction between reference and ascription
allows him to do.! His motivation is to allow that a distinguished category
of entity can be associated with predication, as objects (or particulars) are
associated with the use of singular terms, but to avoid paradox by distin-
guishing the relation between predicate and its associated entity as a sui
generis one.

Trueman’s argument for exclusivity (Chapter 4) is the heart of the book,
and as he says (2021:98), it is his response to holders of differing views, like
Wright. I think that there is a gap in Trueman’s argument which needs to
be filled if Wright is to be considered refuted.

Trueman argues that we have to recognize two notions of reference,
term-reference and predicate-reference. Singular terms term-refer, predi-
cates predicate-refer. Term-referents are objects, predicate-referents are
concepts, though as Trueman explains, this is loose talk (see e.g., 2021, 55,
fn. 13). Predicate-reference is the relation between a predicate and a concept
which is analogous semantically to the first-level relation of term-reference
in which singular terms stand to objects.

A statement of term-reference takes the form of, for example:

(1)  ‘Socrates’ refers to Socrates.

1

Wright (2001, 72) notes at the beginning of the paper that his solution may
however be subject to other well-known problems such as the intensional version of
Russell's paradox. But at the end of the paper, noting this again, he writes (2001,
90): ‘this, like the recent resurgence of tuberculosis in the western world, is a disap-
pointment. But I do not think it is really an objection — too many of the family of
paradoxes that exercised Russell survive the imposition of Frege's hierarchy to allow
us to think that it gets to the root of that particular one.’
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378 Harold Noonan

In this ‘Socrates’ occurs twice, once mentioned, once used—the statement
disquotes. And it is reasonable to think that this is what someone knows if
he understands the meaning of ‘Socrates’ (which he may do, of course, with-
out understanding the use of quotation marks, or the meaning of ‘refers’ in
English, or use any word at all which means ‘refers’).

In parallel, a statement of predicate-reference must disquote. It must

take the form of, for example:
(2)  ‘is wise’ predicate-refers to is wise.

Of course, this looks ungrammatical. But it is not, because ‘predicate-refers
to’ is a novel expression we can use how we like. So (2) is grammatical by
stipulation. But what does it mean? Trueman (2021, 71) says that for his
purposes we can take it to mean: ‘is wise’ is true of z iff z is wise (or: z
satisfies ‘is wise’ iff z is wise). It is reasonable to think that this is what
someone knows if he understands the meaning of ‘is wise’ (which he may
do, of course, without understanding the use of quotation marks, or the
meaning of ‘is true of’ in English or use any expression at all which means
‘is true of’).
Now let us shift to another example of term-reference:

(3) ‘The property (concept) of being wise’ term-refers to the property
of being wise.

Now you might think that conjoining (3) and (2):

(3)+(2) ‘the property of being wise’ term-refers to the property of be-
ing wise and ‘is wise’ predicate-refers to is wise

— you get a witness to the existential generalization:
(EG1) for some x, x is an object and x is a concept
ie.,

(EG1*)  for some x, there is a term which term-refers to x and a pred-
icate which predicate-refers to x.

But you don’t, Trueman (2021, 51-2 and 60) points out, since what
follows ‘term-refers to’ in (3)+(2) is different from what follows ‘predicate-

refers to’; one is a term and one is a predicate.
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Similarly, (3)4(2) is not a witness to the second-order existential gener-
alization:

(EG2)  for some Y, Y is an object and Y is a concept.

So Trueman concludes that the statement that there is something which is
both an object and a concept is nonsensical since it has not only no true
instance, but no possible instance since terms are not predicates. (He ex-
plains (2021, 117) what he means by saying that this is nonsense: The
meanings of the words in the sentence ‘there is something which is both an
object and a concept’, as he understands them, are such that there is no
meaningful sentence composed of words with those meanings arranged in
that way.)

Trueman’s thought that there is no single relation of reference in which
both terms and predicates can be regarded as standing may be Frege’s. It
is certainly entirely in accord with Frege’s thought and emphasized by
Dummett (1973, 182-83, 171, 411), as Oliver (2005) points out. But it is
not disputed by Wright. In fact, as noted, it is a key point in his article.
However, Wright contends that some objects are concepts (e.g., the prop-
erty (concept) of being wise). So how can Wright reply? How can he pro-
duce a witness to (EG1)?

I think that there is only one way, which appeals to the Fregean thought
that the same content can be carved up in more than one way.?

First, a simple example of this. Consider ‘John hates Mary’s father’.
This asserts a relation between John and Mary—he hates her father. It
also asserts a relation between John and Mary’s father (who may be Peter,
or John himself if John hates himself)—he hates him. We can carve up the
content in (at least) two ways. Frege’s example is ‘the direction of line a is
identical with the direction of line b’, as explained by the equivalence with
‘a is parallel to b’ (the Fregean ‘direction principle’). We can regard this

For a statement by Wright of this Fregean doctrine see Hale and Wright (2012:
120-1): “We owe to Frege the insight that one and the same thought may allow of
decomposition into distinct logical forms: the thought that Socrates is wise, for in-
stance, may be regarded both as a first-level predication of wisdom of Socrates, and
as a second-level predication, of "Socratising”, or applying to Socrates, of wisdom.’
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as asserting identity between the direction of line a and the direction of line
b or as parallelism between a and b.

Now let us consider the thought that (2), ‘is wise’ predicate-refers to is
wise, i.e.,
‘is wise’ is true of something iff it is wise.

And let us express this, using Wright’s terminology, as:

(WL) ‘is wise’ ascribes the property which something possesses/the con-

cept something falls under iff it is wise.

No one can prevent us doing this (just as no one could prevent Frege stip-
ulating that ‘the direction of line a is the direction of line b’ is to be under-
stood as expressing the thought that a is parallel to b). But this is a bit
long, so we can abbreviate harmlessly to reach the shorter:

(WS) ‘is wise’ ascribes the property of being wise.

Now (WL) is true iff ‘is wise’ stands in a relation—predicate-reference—to
what ‘is wise’ predicate-refers to. But it also, if we carve the content differ-
ently, is true iff ‘is wise’ stands in a different relation—ascription—to the
term-referent of ‘the property which something possesses iff it is wise’, i.e.,
the term-referent of ‘the property of being wise’. But can we carve the
content differently? Well, one of Wright’s long-held beliefs, also frequently
argued for by Bob Hale (see e.g., Hale 2013, also Hale and Wright 2012,
113-14) is the syntactic priority thesis, the thesis that Fregean objects are
to be understood as the (term)-referents of singular terms, and singular
terms are to be understood just as expressions which behave as singular
terms. But we can recognise ‘the property which something possesses if and
only if it is wise’ in (WL) as a singular term, and so as standing for an
object if anything. And if we do, we must recognize (WL) as asserting, as
well as the relation of predicate-reference, the relation of ascription between
the predicate ‘is wise’ and that object. So we must recognise its content as
capable of being carved up in different ways. And so recognising it, it is to
be noted, we do not have to deny the essential role of knowledge of the
truth of a thought expressed by a statement in which the predicate is dis-
quoted to our understanding of the predicate ‘is wise’ since in (WL) ‘is wise’
occurs both quoted and not quoted (and (WS) is only intelligible as an
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abbreviation). Hence Trueman’s requirement that the statement that re-
lates to the predicate ‘is wise’ as (1) relates to the name ‘Socrates’ must
disquote, as (1) does, is satisfied, on Wright’s account.

But then (3) in conjunction with (WS) is an instance of, a witness to
the truth of:

(EG1) for some x, x is an object and x is a concept

— if we understand ‘x is an object’ to mean ‘there is a term which term-
refers to x” and ‘x is a concept’ to mean ‘there is a predicate which ascribes
x’, since ‘the property of being wise’ does term-refer to the property of being
wise, and the predicate ‘is wise’ does ascribe the property of being wise.
(Note that on this explanation ‘concept’ is a genuine count-noun applicable
to objects, so its meaning so understood is different from the meaning it has

on Trueman’s account;® when Wright says ‘concepts are objects’ he is not

Trueman does not have to give ‘concept’ any meaning at all, but he notes that
it is useful to use sentences in which it occurs to make certain claims easier to
pronounce, e.g., to use ‘the concept wise is a concept’ to mean ‘for some F, for every
x, Fx iff x is wise’ (2021, 112), or to use ‘it is nonsense to say that a concept is an
object’ to express the view ascribed to him above about the sentence ‘there is some-
thing which is both an object and a concept’. (Note that we can also use the appar-
ently object-language sentence ‘nothing is both an object and a concept’ to express
this view (2021, 215). It remains that if this sentence is not understood in this way
it must either say something irrelevant, whether true or false, to Frege’s concerns in
‘On Concept and Object’—e.g., that nothing is both an object and an extension—
or be meaningless. There is no truth here that cannot be said, but only shown.)
Trueman could also use the word ‘concept’ as part of a second-level predicate, ‘Con-
cept x, ..x..”, so defined that ‘Concept x, Fx’ means, say, ‘for all x, Fx iff Fx’. He
could do the same with other words denoting properties of concepts, or more gener-
ally of functions, including ‘function’ (specifically ‘first-level function of one argu-
ment’, and so on) itself (cf. Frege 1980, 141). So he could use ‘Function x, ..x.." so
defined that ‘Function x, Fx’ means ‘for all x, for some y, Fx=y’, e.g., ‘Function x,
sin(x)’ means ‘for all x, for some y, sin(x)=y’. He could then use ‘the sine function
is a function’ to assert this in a more easily pronounceable way. Frege himself renders
‘The real function ®(x) of a real variable x is continuous throughout the interval
from A to B’ (note the definite article ‘The real ..”) in his logical notation (Frege

1979: 24). He adds: ‘If in this case the formula seems longwinded by comparison with
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382 Harold Noonan

asserting what Trueman denies when he says (speaking loosely) ‘concepts
are not objects’.)
So Wright is not refuted unless it can be shown that the thought that:

(WL) ‘is wise’ ascribes the property which something possesses iff it is

wise,

the thought that ‘is wise’ is true of something iff it is wise, cannot be un-
derstood as asserting two different relations to obtain, one of predicate-
reference, one of ascription, one of unequal level, R(x,Y), one of first-level,
R(x,y), as according to Frege, ‘the direction of a is parallel to the direction
of b’ can be understood as asserting both identity and parallelism (and as,
evidently, ‘John hates Mary’s father’ may be understood as asserting two
different relations to obtain). But why not? Or is Frege wrong too?

In fact, it may be that Wright, writing with Hale (2012, 117-19), has
anticipated and answered Trueman’s argument in a response to Noonan
(2006).

Wright and Hale write:

Noonan claims .. a fatal incoherence in Wright’s claim that a
concept can be both ascriptum of a predicate and reference of a
singular term:

...the expression 'ascription' was coined [by Wright] to indicate
just that unequal-level relation between a predicate and a con-
cept which is analogous semantically to the first-level relation
between singular term and referent. It is, in fact, that relation
expressed by: ... applies to something if and only if it ... (e.g. 'is
a horse' applies to something iff it is a horse)

But if [so], Noonan argues, Wright’s position is incoherent. For
he must hold that ... there is some X such that ‘is a horse’ ascribes
X and ‘the concept horse’ refers to X. But ‘“is a horse” ascribes

¢

X’ expands as ‘“is a horse” applies to something iff it X’, so

Wright needs to hold that some instance of the schema:

the verbal expression, you must always bear in mind that it gives the definition of a
concept which the latter only names.’
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‘is a horse’ applies to something iff it X and ‘the concept horse’
refers to X

is true. But there can be no true instance, .. since what must
replace the first occurrence of ‘X’ is a predicate, ... the second a

singular term.
Hale and Wright go on:

But [Noonan’s] objection is mistaken. Wright’s explanation [of
ascription] runs as follows:

For a predicate to stand in the relation of ascription to a prop-

erty or concept is just this: for its sense so to relate it to that

property/concept that it may be used in concatenation with an

appropriate singular term to say of the bearer of that term that

it has the property, or falls under the concept in question
Wright does not explain ‘ascribes’ as an unequal-level relational
expression.... Noonan is just not taking seriously Wrights view
that concepts/properties are a kind of object. Given that they are
a kind of object, there is no reason why the relation of ascription
should not be a relation expressed by a first-level predicate....
Thus Wright can say that:

Ix(‘is a horse’ ascribes x and ‘the concept horse’ stands for x)
This has a true substitution instance:

‘is a horse’ ascribes the property of being a horse and ‘the con-
cept horse’ stands for the property of being a horse. (Hale and
Wright 2012, 117-19)

Thus, Hale and Wright argue, Wright can give an instance of the claim
that something is both a concept and an object (as Wright understands
these terms, i.e., as the ascriptum of a predicate and the referent of singular
term).

If Fregean recarving of content is permissible in this case, I think that
Noonan, and along with him Trueman, is refuted. That is, it has not been
shown by either that there is no equal-level relation expressible by a first-
level predicate satisfying the description by which Wright explains ‘ascrip-
tion’.
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I elaborate. Hale and Wright’s key objection to Noonan’s objection to
Wright’s original paper is that he simply ignores Wright’s explanation of
ascription. Wright’s view, as Noonan takes for granted, is that knowledge
of the concept a predicate ascribes is constitutive of understanding—in the
Fregean terms he uses, grasping the sense of—the predicate. But knowing
what the predicate is true of (applies to)* is what is constitutive of this
understanding. So knowledge of the concept ascribed is knowledge of what
the predicate is true of.” (If it were not, one could not inform someone, in
German say, that ‘is wise’ ascribes the concept wise and thereby provide
him with the knowledge needed to use the predicate comprehendingly.)
Noonan takes it to follow that Wright’s ascription must be the unequal-
level relation Trueman calls ‘predicate-reference’.

Hale and Wright’s point is that this does not follow from Wright’s view
that knowledge of the concept a predicate ascribes is knowledge of what it
is true of. Wright’s explanation of ascription is in accordance with this view,
but it identifies ascription as a relation expressible by a first-level predicate.
According to it, ‘is wise’ ascribes the concept wise/the property of being
wise just in case its sense so relates it to that concept that it may be used
in concatenation with an appropriate singular term to say that the bearer
of the term falls under the concept, so that grasp of the sense of the predi-
cate (understanding it) requires knowledge that concatenation of ‘is wise’
with an appropriate singular term—N is wise’—says that the bearer of ‘N’
falls under the concept wise. But given that objects are just the bearers of
singular terms, that to which they refer, this is merely to say that ‘is wise’
ascribes the concept wise just in case its sense so relates it to that concept
that understanding it requires knowing that ‘is wise’ is true of an object if
and only if it falls under the concept wise. That is to say, so relates it to
that concept that understanding it requires knowledge that ‘is wise’ is true
of an object if and only if it falls under the concept something falls under
just in case it is wise (‘the concept wise’ is merely an abbreviation). But

: Le., knowing the thought, in the case of the predicate ‘is wise’, expressed by a

sentence of the form: ‘is wise’ is true of something iff it is wise.

5 Cf. Hale (2013, 35-6): ‘a predicate stands for a certain property ... knowing what
property the predicate stands for will just consist in understanding the predicate,
i.e., knowing what something must be like, if the predicate is to be true of it’.
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something falls under the concept something falls under if and only if it is
wise if and only if it is wise (or: possesses the property something possesses
if and only if it is wise if and only if it is wise). So ‘is wise’ ascribes the
concept wise iff its sense so relates it to that concept that understanding it
requires knowing that ‘is wise’ is true of an object iff it is wise. So (WL) (=
(2), given Trueman’s definition of ‘predicate-refers’) is implicit in Wright’s
explanation of ascription and Hale and Wright’s point is that the content
of this can be carved, not only in a way that reveals it as asserting an
unequal-level relation (predicate-reference), which Wright of course ac-
cepts,’ but also in a way that reveals it as asserting a relation expressed by
a first-level predicate (ascription).”

This is not to say that Hale and Wright’s defence of concepts as objects
is unassailable. It is essential to that position that the content of ‘x falls
under the concept something falls under if and only if it is wise’ can be
equated with that of ‘x is wise’. But their position also requires that the
former contains, as it were, two unknowns, ‘concept’ and ‘falls under’; it is
not merely a stylistic variant. But a single equation with two unknowns
cannot be solved (what are the values of x and y if 2x+y=77). So, by what
route can someone innocent of the meanings of these two expressions in
Hale and Wright’s writings come to an understanding of them? Wright’s
explanation of ascription employs both. (In Frege’s direction equivalence
‘the direction of line a is identical with the direction of line b iff a is parallel
to b’ it is assumed that the meaning of ‘is identical with’ on the LHS is the

6 Wright himself draws attention to the possibility of using ‘refers’ as Trueman
uses ‘predicate-refers’: ‘that is not to say that we could not stipulate that “refers to”
should have a use linking the name of a predicate to an expression—par excellence,
the predicate itself—for its semantic value. In that case, “‘is a horse’ refers to is a
horse”—proposal (i) above—would be well-formed, but—just for that reason—*“re-
fers to”, so used, would not speak of the relation that holds between a singular term
and the object for which it stands’ (2001, 85).

7 This fits in with Wright’s comment: ‘what fits an object for ascription—what
makes it a concept/property—will be that it is the referent of an expression formed
by a certain kind of abstraction on a corresponding predicate. That will not be the
situation of the ordinary run of singular terms, though of course the details remain
to be worked through’ (2001, 90, fn. 18). Tthe Direction Principle is, of course, the

paradigm abstraction principle.
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relation of numerical identity, so there is only one ‘unknown’, ‘the direction
of’.)® There is also the worry that Wright’s explanation of ‘ascription’ is
inadequate to the generality of the problem (Hale 2013, 30). Concepts are
a special case of functions. The problem of reference to concepts is a special
case of the problem of reference to functions. Ascription is just a special
case of the relation—which is not, of course, reference—between a functor
and the associated function (call it ‘specification’). Now how are we to fill
in the gaps in: ‘For a functor to stand in the relation of specification to a
function is just this: for its sense so to relate it to that function that it may
be used in concatenation with an appropriate singular term to .... the bearer
of that term that it .. the function in question’?

It should be noted that Noonan also articulates a separate worry about
Wright’s position (Noonan 2006, 169-70), perhaps related to the first in the
last paragraph. There is according to Frege (before Russell’s Paradox), an
object which is the term-referent of ‘the extension of the concept horse’,
namely, the extension of the concept horse, and this, Frege suggests, may
permissibly? be taken as the term-referent of ‘the concept horse’. And, of
course, there is a first-level relation between the predicate (which is an
object) ‘is a horse’ and this object. It is the relation which is the predicate-
reference of ‘is true of something iff it is a member of’ (taking extensions to
be sets). Noonan uses ‘ascribese’ as an abbreviation for this. Now Noonan’s
worry is that nothing in Wright’s explanation of ascription distinguishes it

8 Perhaps the explanation should be understood as two-step. First, we have (a

paradox-proof variant of) the abstraction principle: ‘The concept which something
falls under iff it is F = the concept something falls under iff it is G just in case all
and only all F's are Gs’ and then a principle introducing ascription: ‘is an F’ ascribes
the concept something falls under iff it is H just in case ‘is an F’ is true of something
iff it is H’. An instance of the first fixes the reference of ‘the concept something falls
under iff is it a horse’ (‘the concept horse’) and the second fixes the ascriptum (?)
of the relational predicate ‘ascribes’.

Noting the presence of the definite article. ‘If [Kerry] thinks ... that I have iden-
tified concept and extension of concept, he is mistaken. I merely expressed my view
that in the expression ‘the number that applies to the concept F is the extension of
the concept like numbered to the concept F’ the words ‘extension of the concept’
could be replaced by ‘concept’. Notice carefully that here the word ‘concept’ is com-
bined with the definite article’ (1969:48).
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Concepts May Still Be Objects 387

from ascriptione. If so, he claims, Wright has not succeeded in setting out a
position opposed to Frege’s, as he intends. It may be that this points to a

genuine problem with Wright’s proposal.10

Setting this separate worry aside, however, the main point of this note
has been to suggest that unless content carving is either in general illegiti-
mate, or illegitimate in this particular case, there is a gap in Trueman’s
argument, as there is in Noonan’s, understood as an attempted refutation
of Wright.
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