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Abstract
The skeptical solution is based on two assumptions — the rejection of semantic 
facts and the denial of semantic nihilism. On the basis of the non-factualist interpre-
tation of this solution, these two assumptions are reconciled by stating that meaning 
ascriptions possess non-descriptive function. Nonetheless, Alexander Miller argues 
that this position is self-refuting since, as despite its non-descriptivism, by rejecting 
any kind of semantic facts, it inevitably leads to semantic nihilism. In this text, I 
demonstrate that Miller’s argument is not sound. I argue that a coherent non-factual-
ist way of formulating the conditions of correct use of meaning ascriptions may be 
performed by rejecting the closure principle of assertibility of meaning ascriptions. 
On this basis, I demonstrate that argument formulated against non-factualist inter-
pretation by Miller may be refuted. What is more, I argue that rejection of the clo-
sure principle should be regarded as the central aspect of Kripke’s skeptical solution.

Keywords Rule-following · Non-factualism · Skeptical solution · Meaning-
ascriptions · Assertability conditions · Closure principle

1 Introduction

This text aims to defend the non-factualist interpretation of the skeptical solution 
against the self-refutation argument formulated by Alexander Miller. Miller argues 
that the non-factualist interpretation is self-refuting because it cannot reconcile the 
following two claims it supports: the Basic Skeptical Conclusion which states that 
there are no semantic facts and the rejection of the Radical Skeptical Conclusion 
which states that “there can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word” 
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(Kripke, 1982, p. 68).1  The addressed position endeavors to reconcile the above 
two claims by asserting that meaning ascriptions — in contrast to the descriptivist 
approach — possess a non-descriptive function. Nevertheless, Miller contends that 
this tactic fails to repel the threat of semantic nihilism, as meaning ascriptions, even 
if construed non-descriptively, still require certain correctness conditions to pos-
sess meaning. Furthermore, Miller notes that certain semantic facts are indispensa-
ble to determining these conditions. A supporter of the non-factualist interpretation 
is therefore confronted with two alternatives that contradict her own assumptions: 
either (1) reject the claim that there are no semantic facts or (2) accept semantic 
nihilism (see Miller, 2010, p. 183).

I agree with Miller that merely attributing of a non-descriptive function to mean-
ing ascriptions is not sufficient for the non-factualist to counter the threat of seman-
tic nihilism. Nonetheless, I outline a strategy for the non-factualist to defend her 
stance. My proposal posits that it is not necessary for a non-factualist to rely on 
semantic facts to attribute the conditions of correct use to meaning ascriptions as 
provided that the principle of closure of assertibility of meaning ascriptions is not in 
force.

The motivation for writing this defense stems from the conviction that the 
idea of the skeptical solution is a compelling philosophical position that has yet 
to be fully explored. However, it is necessary to show that there is at least one 
interpretation of this position that can withstand the objections raised against 
it. Unfortunately, Miller’s objection to the non-factualist interpretation has not 
received a satisfactory response from its supporters. Since the alternative fac-
tualist interpretation was also aptly criticized (see Miller, 2010, pp. 178-184), 
a defense of the non-factualist account seems to be indispensable to defend the 
skeptical solution as such.

The text proceeds as follows. Part II provides a comprehensive review of dis-
cussions on the rule-following problem and outlines two positions taken in the 
debate over interpreting the skeptical solution to this issue. Part III reconstructs 
Miller’s objection to the non-factualist interpretation of the skeptical solution. 
Part IV demonstrates that Miller’s argument against non-factualist interpre-
tation is not sound, since it presupposes that the conditions of correct use of 
non-descriptive meaning ascriptions require appealing to some semantic fact. 
However, this premise assumes the closure principle of assertibility of mean-
ing ascriptions, which is flawed within the broader context of the skeptical solu-
tion. Part V introduces the original context in which the closure principle was 
discussed — specifically, the problem attribution of knowledge. Part VI demon-
strates that the refutation of the closure principle for the assertibility of mean-
ing ascriptions arises directly from the skeptical solution itself. Furthermore, it 
shows how rejecting this principle undermines Miller’s argument against the non-
factual interpretation of this solution. In Part VII, I respond to the possible objec-
tions against my defense of the non-factualist interpretation.

1 A distinction between Basic and Radical Skeptical Conclusion was introduced by George M. Wilson 
(1994, pp. 370-372).
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2  Two Interpretations of the Skeptical Solution to the Rule‑Following 
Problem

The skeptical solution is the culmination of Saul Kripke’s proposed interpreta-
tion of Wittgenstein’s remarks on the problem of rule-following (Kripke, 1982). 
Kripke’s main thesis is that in response to the skeptical paradox (Wittgenstein, 
1953, p. 81), Wittgenstein formulates the so-called skeptical solution (Kripke, 
1982, p. 68), which accepts the skeptic’s argument that there are no semantic 
facts, while rejecting the skeptical conclusion that “there can be no such thing as 
meaning anything by any word” (see Wilson, 1998, p. 107-109). Kripke rejects 
this claim, as he points out that our practice of formulating meaning ascriptions 
does not require the kind of justification that the skeptic requires, since meaning 
ascriptions do not have truth conditions, but only assertibility conditions (Kripke, 
1982, p. 66).

However, over time, the idea behind the skeptical solution became the subject 
of a separate debate between proponents of a factualist and non-factualist inter-
pretation of the Kripkean reading of Wittgenstein’s remarks. Factualists claim 
that the skeptical solution consists in the rejection of classical-realist truth con-
ditions and offers deflationary truth conditions and “minimalist” semantic facts 
instead (see Byrne, 1996; Davies, 1998; Kusch, 2006; Wilson, 1998). In contrast, 
non-factualists see the skeptical solution as a rejection of semantic facts of any 
kind, and as refraining from the attribution of any truth conditions, even defla-
tionary ones, to meaning ascriptions (see Miller, 2010, p. 184).

According to the non-factualist interpretation of the skeptical solution, 
Kripke’s observation that there are no semantic facts leads to the conclusion that 
the attribution of truth conditions to meaning ascriptions results in the falsity 
of meaning ascriptions, and that the falsity of meaning ascriptions is equal to 
accepting the nihilistic claim of the skeptic that in any situation, a speaker means 
nothing by her words. Thus, the non-factualist argues that to avoid semantic nihil-
ism, one needs to refrain from attributing truth-conditions of any sort (whether 
classical-realist or deflationary ones) to meaning ascriptions (Miller, 2010, p. 
183). For this reason, she believes that the factualist interpretation, which attrib-
utes certain truth-conditions to meaning ascriptions, ultimately falls into semantic 
nihilism, which makes it an inadequate account of the skeptical solution (Miller, 
2010, p. 179-181). Instead, she assumes that meaning ascriptions do have a non-
descriptive function and, consequently, do not have any truth-conditions, because 
they do not express any cognitive states, like judgements or beliefs, but instead 
conative states, like emotions or evaluative attitudes (see Hattiangadi, 2007, p. 
89; Miller, 2010, pp 183-184). Unlike beliefs or judgements, conative states do 
not purport to describe the way things are; hence, we do not normally take them 
to be the sorts of sentences that can be true or false. Thus, according to non-
factualist interpretations of the skeptical solution, the role of meaning ascriptions 
such as “Jones means addition by ‘+’” is not to describe any facts about Jones, 
but to express a speaker’s agreement or disagreement with his interlocutor’s use 
of a given word (Šumonja, 2021, p. 1).
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3  Miller’s Argument Against the Non‑Factualist Interpretation 
of the Skeptical Solution

Initially, the skeptical solution was widely regarded as the non-factualist approach 
to meaning. However, from the very beginning, it was criticized by philosophers 
such as Wright (1984) and Boghossian (1989).2 Nevertheless, I believe that one of 
the most serious objections to the discussed position was formulated by Alexander 
Miller (Miller, 2011, 459-461), who was previously mentioned as a proponent of the 
non-factualist interpretation. Miller argues that the non-factualist’s assumption, stat-
ing that meaning ascriptions lack a descriptive function, falls short in addressing the 
skeptical problem. This deficiency arises because the skeptical argument applies not 
only to sentences with a descriptive semantic function but also to those with a non-
descriptive semantic function.

This objection can be illustrated as follows: Let us consider the skeptical solu-
tion to be constructed in such a way that meaning ascriptions are just a type of non-
descriptive sentences, such as commands. Thus, if, at time t, I want Jones to open the 
window, I should say “open the window!”. Given my intention for Jones to open the 
window, my utterance seems to be correct. However, the skeptic may argue that my 
statement is incorrect, because I cannot say that it expresses my intention adequately 
— he suggests that “window,” based on my history of use of this term, means win-
dow up to moment t, but at the moment t and after it already means door. Thus, it 
seems that the attribution of a non-descriptive function to meaning ascriptions is 
not sufficient to refute the skeptic’s objections, because non-descriptive sentences 
also need the support of the fact that my utterance “open the window” expresses the 
command open a window, and not open a door. Accordingly, Miller suggests that 
the attribution of non-descriptive function to meaning ascriptions still presupposes 
some semantic facts that determine which non-cognitive state may be expressed by 
them. Therefore, Miller’s objection boils down to the claim that the skeptical prob-
lem iterates at the level of non-factualist interpretation of the skeptical solution as 
well; on this level, it raises the question whether the sentence Jones means addi-
tion by “+” expresses the non-cognitive state A rather than the non-cognitive state 
B. The non-factualist is obliged to give an answer to this question, because non-
descriptive sentences require the distinction between correct and incorrect uses as 
much as descriptive sentences; and if no such distinction can be applied to them, 
then they should be seen as mere noise that is impossible to evaluate in terms of its 
correctness or incorrectness. However, according to Miller, the non-factualist cannot 
provide such an answer, because any answer would involve a certain semantic fact, 
and the non-factualist rejects semantic facts of any sort. Therefore, Miller’s objec-
tion against the non-factualist interpretation argues that (1) it rejects the existence of 
semantic facts and semantic nihilism, and that (2) the rejection of semantic facts of 
any sort eventually leads to semantic nihilism anyway.

2 It is worth noting that their criticisms were not directed at the notion of construing the skeptical solu-
tion as a form of non-factualism, but rather at the broader non-factualist approach to meaning itself.
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Miller’s argument, illustrating the self-refuting nature of the non-factualist inter-
pretation, can be summarized as follows:

1. It is not the case that words mean nothing to anyone.
2. There are no semantic facts.
3. Meaning ascriptions have a non-descriptive function.
4. If sentences do not have conditions for correct use, they cannot mean anything to 

anyone.
5. If sentences (both descriptive, and non-descriptive) do have conditions for correct 

use, then there are certain facts that determine their conditions for correct use.
6. Meaning ascriptions do not have conditions for correct use.
7. Meaning ascriptions are not meaningful.

C: It is impossible for words to mean anything to anyone.
The above argument tries to show that semantic non-factualism is inconsistent: 

for, on the one hand, this position rejects semantic nihilism, i.e., the claim that it is 
impossible for words to mean anything to anyone; on the other hand, it itself leads to 
this nihilism by the rejection of semantic facts of any kind.

If we want to refute the above objection, it is necessary to show that the conclusion 
does not follow from the premises or that one premise of the argument is wrong. It 
seems that the conclusion is correctly derived from the premises. Therefore, consid-
eration must be given to whether perhaps one of the premises is wrong. It seems that 
premises 1–4 are sound. Premise (1) expresses the main objective of the skeptical 
solution, i.e., the rejection of the Radical Skeptical Conclusion. Premise (2) expresses 
the basic assumption of the non-factualist interpretation. Premise (3) expresses the 
non-factualist view of the function of meaning ascriptions. Premise (4) expresses the 
intuitive consequence of the absence of conditions for the correct use of sentences. 
Premise (5) establishes the relation between correctness conditions and semantic 
facts. At the same time, premises (6) and (7) seem to be valid inferences: premise (6) 
follows from (2) and (5), while premise (7) follows from (4) and (6). Thus, it seems 
that the most appropriate way to defend non-factualist interpretation is to show that 
premise (5), i.e., the claim that the attribution of the correctness conditions to non-
descriptive sentences requires the involvement of certain semantic facts, is not sound. 
My objection against premise (5) is based on the claim that the attribution of certain 
correctness-conditions to non-descriptive sentences, such as meaning ascriptions, 
does not require any involvement of semantic facts if we accept that the assertibility 
conditions of meaning ascriptions are not governed by the closure principle.

4  Defending the Non‑Factualist Interpretation of the Skeptical 
Solution

In the following sections, I shall try to formulate a response to Miller’s objection 
against non-factualist interpretation. I will demonstrate that his argument is based 
on a premise which presupposes something we can call “the closure principle for 
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the assertibility of meaning ascriptions.” The principle entails that the attribution of 
certain correctness conditions to the meaning ascription “M” requires the fact that M 
expresses non-cognitive state A rather than non-cognitive state B, which is an alter-
native to A. I will refute this principle in four steps. In the first step, I will outline 
considerations on the closure principle in their original context, i.e., the problem of 
the attribution of knowledge. In the second step, I will demonstrate that problems 
concerning the closure principle affect the assertibility of meaning ascriptions as 
well, and that Kripke’s considerations on rule-following were to reveal this fact. In 
the third step, I will show that the rejection of the closure principle, as it is suggested 
by the skeptical solution, undermines Miller’s argument against non-factualist inter-
pretation, as it makes meaning ascriptions assertible without the need to involve any 
semantic facts.

4.1  The Closure Principle and the Problem of Knowledge

The discussion about the closure principle was initiated in the field of epistemol-
ogy in the context of the problem of knowledge-attribution. Here, the principle 
of closure states that if you know that P is true and you know that the truth of P 
implies the truth of Q, then you know that Q is true (Dretske, 2005, p. 27). How-
ever, Fred Dretske notes that this principle has problematic consequences, because 
the contraposition of this principle entails that if you know that P implies Q, but 
you don’t know that Q is true, then you don’t know that P is true (Dretske, 2005, 
p. 31). Dretske illustrates this problem in the following way: When looking at an 
animal in a zoo, I might think it is a zebra. Suppose that I know that if an animal 
is a zebra, it is not another animal, such as a cleverly painted mule meant to look 
like a zebra. It follows from the principle of closure that if I do not know that the 
animal I am looking at is not a very cleverly painted mule, then I do not know 
that it is a zebra (Dretske, 1970, p. 1116). Thus, given that all the evidence I have 
access to justifies both the claim that the animal is a zebra and the claim that it is a 
painted mule as well, the closure principle entails that I don’t know that the animal 
I am looking at is a zebra.

The rejection of the closure principle in the context of the attribution of knowl-
edge is one of the main postulates of Dretske’s Relevant Alternatives Theory. Dretske 
argues against the closure principle as follows: Looking at a zebra at the zoo, I know 
it is a zebra. Even if I have no evidence against the thesis that the animal I am looking 
at is not a skillfully painted mule (since my visual experience is compatible with this 
possibility as well) and I know that if something is a zebra, it is not a painted mule, 
I can still know that the animal I am looking at is a zebra. I don’t have to rule out the 
fact that it is a skillfully painted mule, because, on a typical visit to the zoo, the judg-
ment that what I am looking at is a skillfully painted mule is not a relevant alternative 
to the judgment that it is a zebra (Dretske, 2005, p. 33). Thus, the Relevant Alterna-
tives Theory states that knowing that judgment J is true requires the ability to exclude 
not all but only relevant alternatives to J.
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4.2  The Closure Principle and the Skeptical Problem

The standard debate on the idea of the skeptical solution was focused on the issue of 
the function of meaning ascriptions: according to non-factualists, the skeptical solu-
tion initiated a non-descriptive way of thinking about meaning ascriptions, while 
factualists stated that it introduced a deflationary — but still descriptive — account 
on this issue. Nevertheless, I argue that the importance of Kripke’s skeptical solu-
tion relies on the demonstration of how to solve the problem of the assertibility of 
meaning ascriptions that follows from the covert intuition that the assertibility of 
meaning ascriptions is governed by the closure principle.

The main idea behind Kripke’s skeptical problem is that we cannot say that Jones 
means addition by +, because we do not have any facts that allow us to exclude 
the option that he means quaddition by + (Kripke, 1982, p. 23). I believe that the 
intuition that grounds this claim is best explained by the closure principle for mean-
ing ascriptions. Here, the skeptic’s problem may be reconstructed as follows: if (1) 
Jones means addition by + is assertible and (2) “if Jones means addition by ‘+’, 
then Jones does not mean quaddition by ‘+’” is assertible, then (3) “Jones does not 
mean quaddition by ‘+’” is assertible. And it is a contraposition of this principle 
which implies that when (1) if Jones means addition by +, then Jones does not mean 
quaddition by + is assertible, but (2) “Jones does not mean quaddition by ‘+’” is not 
assertible (because of the lack of proper semantic facts), then (3) Jones means addi-
tion by + is not assertible, which corresponds to the Radical Skeptical Conclusion.

4.3  The Rejection of the Closure Principle as the Core of the Skeptical Solution

I believe that the rejection of the closure principle is the main idea behind the skep-
tical solution that answers both the skeptical problem and Miller’s objection to the 
non-factualist interpretation of this solution. So how does the skeptical solution 
reject the closure principle? Kripke himself claims that the skeptical solution is 
based on the intuition that “our ordinary practice or belief is justified because – con-
trary appearances notwithstanding – it need not require the justification the skeptic 
has shown to be untenable” (Kripke, 1982, p. 66). As an answer to the skeptic’s 
requirement of justification, he says that “we must give up the attempt to find any 
fact about me in virtue of which I mean ‘plus’ rather than ‘quus’, and must then 
go on in a certain way” (Kripke, 1982, p. 108). I believe that these words are best 
explained as a rejection of the closure principle, i.e., as a claim that the assertibility 
of the sentence “S means addition by ‘+’” does not require the exclusion of its alter-
native, i.e., the sentence “S means quaddition by ‘+’.”

However, a skeptic may argue that the rejection of the closure principle is not suf-
ficient to say that meaning ascriptions do not need any semantic facts, because rejec-
tion of the closure principle is equivalent to saying that you do not need to exclude 
non-relevant alternatives to assert a given meaning ascription. This way of rejecting 
the closure principle was adopted by Dretske’s Relevant Alternatives Theory, which 
states that we do not need to exclude non-relevant alternatives to attribute knowledge. 
Let us call this the “weak rejection of the closure principle.” On the basis of the weak 
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rejection of the closure principle, we could argue that S means addition by + is assert-
ible, since the skeptical alternative that S means quaddition by + is not a relevant alter-
native to the statement. The problem with this solution is that the skeptic can claim 
that her alternative is as good as the non-skeptical alternative. To recognize the skepti-
cal alternative as a relevant alternative would force us to admit that meaning ascrip-
tions like S means addition by + are not assertible. To counter the skeptic’s charge, 
then, the proponent of the non-factualist interpretation must adopt the strong rejection 
of the closure principle. Namely, she must recognize that not only non-relevant alter-
natives, but also equally good alternatives are excluded from the scope of the closure 
principle. It seems that this solution allows us to fend off the skeptic’s objections — 
when we realize that the closure principle does not apply to equally good alternatives, 
then any of these alternatives is assertible without the need to exclude the other ones. 
In other words, in a case of Jones and sentences Jones means addition by + and Jones 
means quaddition by +, where no meaning ascription is privileged because of compat-
ibility of our evidence with both of them, and where both alternatives are regarded 
relevant, a claim that equally relevant alternatives are exempt from the closure princi-
ple does not seek to privilege one meaning ascription over the other. Instead, it states 
that neither needs to be privileged over the other to be assertible. Thus, the sentence 
S means addition by + would be assertible even if the sentence “it is not the case that 
S means quaddition by ‘+’” is not assertible, which is unattainable when the closure 
principle is in force.

4.4  The Rejection of the Closure Principle as an Answer to Miller’s Objection

I think the rejection of the closure principle not only explains the idea behind the 
skeptical solution, but it also allows a non-factualist to refute Miller’s objection 
against such a position. It follows from the genuine similarity between the skepti-
cal problem and Miller’s objection to the non-factualist interpretation: It was pre-
cisely the impossibility to indicate the fact that Jones does not mean quaddition by + 
which grounds the skeptic’s claim that we cannot say that Jones means addition by 
+. And similarly, it was the inability to indicate the fact that a given meaning ascrip-
tion expresses a non-cognitive state A rather than a non-cognitive state B which 
grounds Miller’s objection that the non-factualist interpretation cannot attribute any 
correctness conditions to meaning ascriptions. Thus, as the rejection of the closure 
principle makes sentences such as Jones means addition by + assertible without the 
need to exclude alternative sentences that explain Jones’ use of +, in the same way 
attributing correctness conditions to meaning ascriptions that refer to non-cognitive 
state A do not need to exclude alternative states that explain the use of a given mean-
ing ascription. Consequently, a claim that S means addition by + expresses a non-
cognitive function A would be assertible even if the claim that it is not the case that 
S means quaddition by + expresses a non-cognitive function B would not be assert-
ible. Thus, if we abandon the requirement posed by the closure principle, then there 
is no reason to think that semantic facts which determine that a sentence “S” means 
M rather than N are necessary to make meaning ascriptions — as they are viewed by 
non-factualist — assertible.
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5  Discussion

5.1  Closure Principle as a Solution to the Skeptical Problem

5.1.1  Closure Principle and Straight Solutions to the Rule‑Following Problem

In this paper, I have demonstrated that rejecting the closure principle of assertibil-
ity of meaning ascriptions serves as an effective response to a criticism against the 
non-factualist interpretation of the skeptical solution. However, there is a question 
whether proponents of straightforward solutions to the skeptical paradox can also 
utilize the rejection of the closure principle in order to defend their positions. In the 
following section, I will explain why this particular approach is untenable within the 
framework of straight solutions.

I think that the incompatibility of straight solutions and the rejection of the closure 
principle arise from the foundational assumption inherent in straight solutions which 
posits that semantic facts hold a substantial or “sparse” nature. The fact that Jones 
means addition by + is a sparse fact implies that it is an internally consistent fact that 
plays a causal-explanatory role in Jones’ use of +, and that well-defined consequences 
can be derived from it. Therefore, an advocate of a straight solution claims that Jones 
uses + in such-and-such a way, because he means addition by +. And because he 
means addition by +, he does not use it in any other way. Thus, on the basis of straight 
solutions, a fact that Jones means addition by + renders the sentence Jones means 
addition by + true and rules out all meaning ascriptions that are incompatible with it. 
Since straight solutions generally uphold truth as a norm for assertibility, this implies 
that only one correct meaning ascription exists within a specific context.

However, rejecting the closure principle leads to the assertibility of two meaning 
ascriptions that at first glance appear to be inherently incompatible. This fundamentally 
challenges the basic premise of straight solutions, which states that there exist facts that 
make the statement Jones means addition by + assertible while at the same time mak-
ing all meaning ascriptions incompatible with it unassertible. Furthermore, in contrast 
to straight solutions, on the basis of assertibility of two meaning ascriptions that appear 
incompatible, there is no such state of “meaning something” that privileges one mean-
ing ascription and rules out all meaning ascriptions that are incompatible with it.

Therefore, while the basic assumption of straight solutions is that the state of 
meaning something — as a sparse fact — precedes and explains human action, a 
state of meaning something is rather deflationary; it may at best be derived from the 
assertibility of two incompatible meaning ascriptions, and, consequently provides 
no genuine justification nor explanation for an agent’s providing answers to equa-
tions involving arbitrarily large numbers. In other words, such a state would not play 
an important causal-explanatory role in Jones’ use of +. Therefore, the account of 
the state of meaning something that follows from the rejection of the closure princi-
ple of assertibility of meaning ascriptions is fundamentally at odds with the prem-
ises of straight solutions. Consequently, it is untenable to argue for the rejection of 
the closure principle of assertibility of meaning ascriptions within the framework of 
straight solutions.
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5.1.2  Closure Principle and Error‑Theory Interpretation of the Skeptical Solution

I believe that the method of defending a non-factualist interpretation from Miller’s cri-
tique developed in the current paper may be applied to defend other interpretations of the 
skeptical solution as well. In another paper, the author demonstrates how the rejection 
of the closure principle applies to the factualist interpretation (Wieczorkowski, 2023). 
Nevertheless, I believe that it may also be used to refute Miller’s argument against non-
eliminativist error theory interpretation of the skeptical solution (Miller, 2015).

Miller  (Miller, 2015, p. 324) notices that there are two broad sorts of error theory 
about a particular region of thought and talk: eliminativist error theories and non-elimi-
nativist error theories. According to an eliminativist error theory of a region of thought 
and talk, all of the atomic, positive judgements that we might make within that area are 
false, and if we continue engaging in the practice of making such judgments, that is only 
because we have not yet developed a suitable hygienic replacement for the discourse 
concerned. According to Miller, the skeptical solution is not eliminativist in this sense: 
there is absolutely no suggestion in the skeptical solution that our practice of ascribing 
meanings will someday, in principle, be replaceable by a philosophically hygienic surro-
gate (Miller, 2015, p. 332). Furthermore, on the skeptical solution, our meaning-ascrip-
tions can be fully justified despite the absence of meaning-constituting facts.

There is also another type of error theory — the non-eliminativist one — which 
relies on avoiding the possibility of the eventual displacement of the relevant area based 
on pragmatic advantages associated with the subsidiary norms. Consequently, as Miller 
notes, for this strategy to be applied in a given case, there has to be such a thing as com-
plying or failing to comply with the subsidiary norm (Miller, 2015, p. 330).

However, according to Miller, the non-eliminativist error theory is completely 
closed off to the proponents of the skeptical solution (Miller, 2015, p. 331). Here, the 
subsidiary norm might be cashed out in terms of agreement with respect to inclina-
tions on “how to go on,” and the utility of our complying with the subsidiary norm in 
our meaning-ascribing practice would be that we are thereby enabled to discriminate 
— e.g., when seeking to buy five apples — between grocers whose inclinations match 
ours and grocers with “bizarre” quus-like inclinations. Unfortunately, Miller notes that 
an error theorist about rule-following denies precisely that there are facts about norm-
compliance and non-compliance. Consequently, there is no fact about whether a given 
course of action complies or fails to comply with a subsidiary norm, which under-
mines the assertibility of meaning ascriptions. In sum, non-eliminativist error theories 
do not provide a plausible vehicle for understanding the skeptical solution.

Nevertheless, I believe that Miller’s argument is not sound, and it can be 
refuted by rejecting the closure principle of assertibility of meaning ascriptions.

We may reconstruct the argument that Miller formulates against the non-elimi-
nativist error theory interpretation as follows:

 1. It is not the case that words mean nothing to anyone.
 2. There are no semantic facts.
 3. The primary function of meaning ascriptions is descriptive.
 4. On the basis of (2) and (3), all meaning ascriptions are intrinsically false.
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 5. If meaning ascriptions are assertible even when false, then there are pragmatic 
subsidiary norms meaning ascriptions comply with.

 6. By contraposition of (5), if there is no pragmatic subsidiary norms meaning 
ascriptions comply with, then it is not the case that meaning ascriptions are 
assertible even when false.

 7. If there are pragmatic subsidiary norms meaning ascriptions comply with, then 
there are certain facts that determine compliance of meaning ascriptions with 
these norms.

 8. By contraposition of (7), if there are no facts determining the compliance of 
meaning ascriptions with subsidiary norms, then there is no pragmatic subsidi-
ary norm meaning ascriptions comply with.

 9. If there are no semantic facts, then there are no facts determining the compliance 
of meaning ascriptions with subsidiary norms.

 10. On the basis of (2) and (9), there are no facts determining the compliance of 
meaning ascriptions with subsidiary norms.

 11. On the basis of (8) and (10), there is no pragmatic subsidiary norm meaning 
ascriptions comply with.

C: Meaning ascriptions are not assertible.
The conclusion of Miller’s argument that undermines the efficacy of subsidiary 

norms in rendering meaning ascriptions assertible, as derived from premises (6) 
and (11). Nevertheless, in order to examine the soundness of Miller’s argument, let 
us take a look at (8), (9), and (10). I believe that a proposition that is contained in 
premise (10), the antecedent of premise (8), and the consequent of premise (9) pos-
sesses some ambiguity. Namely, it does not precisely elucidate what Miller means 
by “complying with a subsidiary norm.” In order to resolve this ambiguity, we can 
turn to Immanuel Kant’s distinction between actions that conform to a rule and 
actions that follow a rule. According to Kant, the evaluation of an action’s conform-
ity or nonconformity with a rule happens regardless of whether the rule was incen-
tive to the action. In contrast, the evaluation of whether a given agent follows a rule 
by his action examines whether the rule is the incentive to the action.

Consequently, we can interpret the mentioned proposition in two different ways:

1. There is no fact that an agent S making a given meaning ascription follows a given 
subsidiary norm

2. There is no fact that a given meaning ascription made by an agent S merely con-
forms with a given subsidiary norm, irrespective of whether S wanted to follow 
this norm or not.

However, if the correct interpretation of the proposition is that there are no facts 
determining the compliance of meaning ascriptions with subsidiary norms is (2), 
then we can challenge premise (9) of Miller’s argument as unsound, given that it 
relies on an over-application of Kripke’s original argument, conflating skepticism 
about rule-following with skepticism about rule conformity. Nevertheless, it is 
debatable whether the absence of facts about rule-following necessarily implies a 
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lack of facts about rule-conformity. Kripke’s original argument on rule-following 
does not inherently deny the possibility of determining whether an action conforms 
to a rule. In contrast, it raises questions about the possibility of rule-following on the 
basis of the observation that agent’s actions conform with two different, but in some 
respect incompatible, rules. Therefore, the second interpretation is less convincing. 
It extends Kripke’s skepticism from facts regarding rule-following to facts regard-
ing rule conformity. Meanwhile, it seems that Kripke’s skepticism already assumes 
rule-conformity.

Alternatively, we can interpret the proposition that there are no facts determining 
the compliance of meaning ascriptions with subsidiary norms as a claim that there 
is no fact determining whether an agent, making a given meaning ascription, fol-
lows a specific subsidiary norm. This interpretation confirms premise (9), since the 
lack of semantic facts evidently implies the absence of facts about rule-following. 
Nevertheless, this interpretation poses a challenge to premise (8), which now should 
be read as a claim that if there are no facts determining whether an agent S, mak-
ing a given meaning ascription, follows a given subsidiary norm, then there is no 
pragmatic subsidiary norm he follows. I find this claim flawed, as it presupposes the 
closure principle.

In turn, if we reject the closure principle of assertibility of meaning ascriptions, 
then the sentence “she follows such-and-such subsidiary norm” does not require any 
fact that the agent follows subsidiary norm A rather than norm B. Therefore, I sug-
gest that by rejecting the closure principle, we can argue that there is no fact that 
an agent S, making a given meaning ascription, follows a specific subsidiary norm, 
all while maintaining the assertibility of a claim that S follows such-and-such sub-
sidiary norm. Consequently, we may assert that an agent making a given meaning 
ascription follows a specific subsidiary norm even in the absence of facts that jus-
tify refuting alternative explanations for agent’s actions. Therefore, by rejecting the 
closure principle, we maintain the assertibility of meaning ascriptions despite their 
being genuinely false due to their descriptive function and lack of semantic facts.

5.2  Non‑Factualism and the Problem of Creeping Minimalism

The presented defense of the non-factualist interpretation of the skeptical solution 
might encounter the objection that the proposed non-factualist stance on meaning 
ascriptions assumes an inflationary account of truth conditions. And if consistently 
applied to a deflationary truth account, it eventually leads to semantic nihilism. 
This objection rests on the deflationary notion that whenever I can assert that Jones 
means addition by +, I can also assert that Jones means addition by + is true. This 
maneuver is possible on the basis of the deflationary account of truth-aptness, which 
states that a sentence has truth conditions if it satisfies two requirements (see Bog-
hossian, 1990):

Discipline: There must be acknowledged standards for the proper and improper 
use of sentences of the discourse: the discourse must be disciplined, in the 
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sense that there must be standards in force with respect to which uses of the 
discourse’s sentences are judged to be appropriate or inappropriate.

Syntax: The sentences of the discourse possess the right sort of syntactic 
features: for example, they must be capable of conditionalisation, negation, 
embedding in propositional attitudes, etc. (Boghossian, 1990, p. 163).

Therefore, deflationary account on truth-aptness leads to the possibility of attrib-
uting deflationary truth-conditions to meaning ascriptions as long as they satisfy two 
requirements above. Nevertheless, if the non-factualist interpretation refrains from 
attributing any — even deflationary — truth conditions to meaning ascriptions in 
order to avoid semantic nihilism, then the proponent of the non-factualist interpre-
tation is obliged to admit that meaning ascriptions fail to satisfy at least one of the 
aforementioned requirements. But this position is equivalent to the acceptance of 
semantic nihilism. Thus, the non-factualist needs to answer the following question: 
How to maintain semantic non-factualism and avoid semantic nihilism in the context 
of the deflationary account of truth-aptness?

5.2.1  The Rejection of the Deflationist Account of Truth‑aptness

One approach to addressing this question arises from accepting that a deflationary 
account of truth-aptness is incompatible with non-factualism (Byrne, 1996, p. 341). 
Therefore, to uphold semantic non-factualism, one must then eschew the deflation-
ist account of truth-aptness. A potential avenue for achieving this is by demonstrat-
ing that disciplinary and syntactic conditions alone are insufficient to attribute even 
deflationary truth-conditions to linguistic units like sentences. A compelling defense 
of this claim could emphasize that assigning a truth-condition to a sentence is per-
missible only if the sentence expresses a cognitive state, such as a belief, and that 
meaning ascriptions, properly understood, do not express such states. On this basis, 
a non-factualist can maintain that meaning ascriptions lack truth conditions while 
avoiding the criticism that her position relies on an inflationary account of truth. 
However, it is possible to argue that the non-factualist interpretation presupposes a 
genuine or inflationary perspective on cognitive states (such as belief), while a defla-
tionary account (see Barber, 1998; Field, 2001; Schiffer, 2003) presents an equally 
promising position. According to the deflationary account, beliefs find grounding 
in belief reports, implying that every subject of belief reports can be regarded as 
believing tout court. Th consequently, apparently non-cognitive states, like moral 
evaluations, may be viewed as beliefs through reports such as “Smith believes that 
killing is wrong”. Accordingly, states expressed by meaning ascriptions (as they are 
seen by the non-factualist), may be seen as beliefs due to reports such as “Smith 
believes that Jones means addition by ‘+’”. However, this point of view poses a 
challenge to non-factualist interpretation, because it obliges the supporter of this 
position to accept that meaning ascriptions do have truth-conditions, at least defla-
tionary ones. Thus, it seems that the consistency of a non-factualist interpretation 



308 M. Wieczorkowski 

1 3

depends on the possibility if rejection of the deflationist account of belief. However, 
determining the reliability and justification of rejecting the deflationary account of 
belief in favor of the non-factualist interpretation of the skeptical solution exceeds 
the scope of this article.3

5.2.2  A New Bifurcation Criterion Between Factual and Non‑Factual Sentences

The second, and arguably more promising, approach to defending the non-factualist 
interpretation relies on the claim that the existence of minimal semantic facts does 
not undermine the non-factualist nature of the skeptical solution. In response to a 
challenge stemming from a deflationary approach to truth-aptness, a non-factualist 
can maintain her position by stating that recognizing facts about the warranted use 
of expressions in our language does not imply accepting that sentences like Jones 
means addition by + are used to state facts (see Boyd, 2017, p. 11, Miller, 2020, 
pp. 13-16). This perspective is compelling because, phrased this way, the difference 
between the factualist and non-factualist interpretations of the skeptical solution lies 
not in how the skeptical solution addresses the skeptical problem, but rather in the 
demarcation between the factual or non-factual.

Thus, a non-factualist is confronted with the question: is there any satisfactory 
for bifurcating between factual and non-factual discourse that allows the envisaged 
interpretation of the skeptical solution to retain its non-factual character? According 
to the standard account distinguishing between factual and non-factual discourse, as 
delineated by, among others, Alfred Ayer, a sentence is factual if it is fact-stating, 
that is, if it expresses certain cognitive states like beliefs. Conversely, it is non-fac-
tual if it expresses certain non-cognitive states, like emotions or evaluative attitudes 
(Ayer, 1936, pp. 108-111). However, as Davies aptly notes, “the sceptical paradox 
undermines the very notion of ’fact-stating discourse’ understood in the ‘Tractarian’ 
sense” (Davies, 1998, p. 130) — a sense that may also be ascribed to Ayer. From 
this standpoint, the skeptical remarks imply (1) a deflationary account of truth-apt-
ness, thereby justifying the attribution of truth conditions (at least deflationary ones) 
to sentences like Jones means addition by +, (2) a minimalist conception of facts, 
thereby justifying that whenever we can say that a given sentence S is true, we may 
say that it is a fact that S. Thus, it seems that meaning ascriptions, as characterized 
by non-factualists, may be seen as fact-stating (at least in some minimalist sense), 
and, consequently, factual.

Therefore, a proponent of the non-factualist interpretation must confront the 
deflationary/minimalist threat to non-factualism because it appears to undermine the 
fundamental tenet of the non-factualist view: that there are no semantic facts of any 
kind. In other words, the challenge facing the non-factualist is how to preserve its 
non-factual character.

The most promising approach is to propose a new criterion for bifurcation 
between the factual and non-factual, allowing meaning ascriptions to be character-
ized as non-factual. As Šumonja aptly notes, the non-factualist introduces such a 
criterion through the concept of “explanatory direction.” According to this criterion, 

3 A discussion on this issue was undertaken by Stephen R. Schiffer (Schiffer, 2017), among others.
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when discussing stones or chairs, we must think of ourselves as causally influenced 
by them — It is precisely this causal relationship that implies our descriptive and, 
consequently, factual discourse. On the other hand, when we formulate moral sen-
tences (or meaning ascriptions, as non-factualists suggest), we talk expressively, 
because we are not causally influenced by any fact corresponding to these sentences. 
Thus, because we cannot reduce meaning ascriptions to a causal relation between 
facts about a speaker and his uses of language, the non-factualist is entitled to say 
that meaning ascriptions are not factual statements.

Another version of bifurcation through explanation was proposed by Dreier 
(Dreier, 2004). Dreier differentiates between expressivism and realism not on 
the ground of the features of ethical language and thought, but rather in terms 
of what features explain their content. However, a non-factualist may adopt this 
criterion and use it to distinguish between factual and non-factual discourses. 
Therefore, a non-factualist may defend her position from the threat of creeping 
factualism by acknowledging semantic facts and properties, as understood by the 
minimalist, while denying that such things are part of what explains the content 
of meaning ascriptions. The whole point that follows from Dreier’s account is 
that what matters is not the features the non-factualist thinks semantic discourse 
has (that is, whether there are any semantic facts), but rather which of those 
features explain the fact that meaning ascriptions mean what they do. Therefore, 
even if a non-factualist must acknowledge semantic facts due to deflationism 
about truth-aptness, she can deny that meaning ascriptions are to be explained 
in terms of these facts. On this basis, she may argue that meaning ascriptions are 
not factual.

Another bifurcation criterion that is also worth mentioning was formulated by 
Michael Williams (Williams, 2013). Williams utilizes the inferentialist framework 
to distinguish between expressive and descriptive discourses by examining the func-
tional roles played by different vocabularies. However, I think that a non-factualist 
may also adopt this criterion and use it to distinguish between factual and non-fac-
tual sentences. According to Williams, within the inferentialist framework, certain 
sentences, such as those containing color terms, function as “language entry transi-
tions,” and hence essentially involve world-word relations. Observational terms of 
this kind possess a specific epistemological component: any use of an observational 
term (e.g., “green”) is allowed when there is a thing possessing the observable qual-
ity (e.g., a green thing) (Williams, 2013, pp. 140-141). However, there exist other 
segments of vocabulary — moral discourse being the best example — that serve 
rather as language exit transitions, as justifying action, rather than merely describ-
ing world. A correct description of such expressive sentences does not take the form 
of “one is licensed to use the moral predicate M whenever the moral property m is 
present” — they do not have a simple epistemology of that sort, because they are 
somehow disconnected from the simple entry transactions (Williams, 2013, pp. 142-
143). Thus, the non-factualist may argue that meaning ascriptions are non-factual, 
because, even if they have deflationary truth-conditions, their main function is to 
serve as language exit transitions.
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6  Concluding Remarks

The considerations presented in this text address the objection formulated by Alex-
ander Miller, who argues that the non-factualist interpretation of the skeptical solu-
tion is self-refuting. According to Miller, it is not possible to reject both seman-
tic facts and semantic nihilism, because the rejection of semantic facts eventually 
leads to semantic nihilism. This is because it makes the attribution of correctness 
conditions to meaning ascriptions (even if taken non-descriptively) impossible. In 
contrast, I argue that this objection is unsound as it relies on the closure principle 
for meaning ascriptions. I propose that rejecting the closure principle for meaning 
ascriptions is not only the main idea of the skeptical solution, but also enables the 
non-factualist to undermine the objection formulated by Miller, as it eliminates the 
need for semantic facts in attributing correctness conditions to meaning ascriptions.

Declarations 

Conflict of Interest The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative 
Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended 
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permis-
sion directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Ayer, A. J. (1936). Language, truth and logic. Victor Gollancz Ltd.
Barber, A. (1998). The pleonasticity of talk about concepts. Philosophical Studies: An International 

Journal for Philosophy in the Analytic Tradition, 89(1), 53–86.
Boghossian, P. (1989). The rule-following considerations. Mind, 98, 507–549.
Boghossian, P. (1990). The status of content. The Philosophical Review, 99(2), 157–184.0.
Boyd, D. (2017). Semantic non-factualism in Kripke’s Wittgenstein. Journal for the History of Analytical 

Philosophy, 5(9), 1–13.
Byrne, A. (1996). Misinterpreting Kripke’s Wittgenstein. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 

56(2), 339–343.
Davies, D. (1998). How sceptical is Kripke’s sceptical solution? Philosophia, 26, 119–140.
Dreier, J. (2004). Meta-ethics and the problem of creeping minimalism. Philosophical Perspectives, 

18(1), 23–44.
Dretske, F. (1970). Epistemic operators. The Journal of Philosophy, 67(24), 1007–1023.
Dretske, F. (2005). Is knowledge closed under known entailment? The case against closure. In M. Steup 

& E. Sosa (Eds.), Contemporary Debates in Epistemology (pp. 13–26). Blackwell.
Field, H. (2001). Attributions of meaning and content. In H. Field (Ed.), Truth and the Absence of Fact. 

Oxford University Press.
Hattiangadi, A. (2007). Oughts and thoughts. Rule-following and the normativity of content. Oxford Uni-

versity Press.
Kripke, S. (1982). Wittgenstein on rules and private language. Harvard University Press.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


311

1 3

Non‑Factualist Interpretation of the Skeptical Solution…

Kusch, M. (2006). Sceptical guide to meaning and rules. Defending Kripke’s Wittgenstein. McGill-
Queen’s University Press.

Miller, A. (2010). Kripke’s Wittgenstein, factualism and meaning. In D. Whiting (Ed.), The Later Witt-
genstein on Language (pp. 167–190). Palgrave Macmillan.

Miller, A. (2011). Rule-following skepticism. In S. Bernecker & D. Pritchard (Eds.), The Routledge Com-
panion to Epistemology (pp. 454–463). Routledge.

Miller, A. (2015). Rule following, error theory and eliminativism. International Journal of Philosophical 
Studies, 23(3), 323–336.

Miller, A. (2020). What is the sceptical solution. Journal for the History of Analytical Philosophy, 8(2), 
1–22.

Schiffer, S. R. (2003). The things we mean. Oxford University Press.
Schiffer, S. R. (2017). Deflationist theories of truth, meaning, and content. In B. Hale, C. Wright, & A. 

Miller (Eds.), A Companion to the Philosophy of Language (pp. 463–490). Willey-Blackwell.
Šumonja, M. (2021). Kripke’s Wittgenstein and semantic factualism. Journal for the History of Analyti-

cal Philosophy, 9(3), 1–18.
Wieczorkowski, M. (2023). Factualist interpretation of the skeptical solution and semantic primitivism 

[unpublished manuscript].
Williams, M. (2013). How pragmatists can be local expressivists. In H. Price (Ed.), Expressivism, Prag-

matism and Representationalism (pp. 128–144). Cambridge University Press.
Wilson, G. M. (1994). Kripke on Wittgenstein and normativity. Midwest Studies In Philosophy, 19, 

366–390.
Wilson, G. M. (1998). Semantic realism and Kripke’s Wittgenstein. Philosophy and Phenomenological 

Research, 58(1), 99–122.
Wittgenstein, L. (1953). Philosophical investigations. The Macmillan Company.
Wright, C. (1984). Kripke’s account of the argument against private language. The Journal of Philoso-

phy, 81(12), 759–778.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.


	Non-Factualist Interpretation of the Skeptical Solution and the Self-Refutation Argument
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Two Interpretations of the Skeptical Solution to the Rule-Following Problem
	3 Miller’s Argument Against the Non-Factualist Interpretation of the Skeptical Solution
	4 Defending the Non-Factualist Interpretation of the Skeptical Solution
	4.1 The Closure Principle and the Problem of Knowledge
	4.2 The Closure Principle and the Skeptical Problem
	4.3 The Rejection of the Closure Principle as the Core of the Skeptical Solution
	4.4 The Rejection of the Closure Principle as an Answer to Miller’s Objection

	5 Discussion
	5.1 Closure Principle as a Solution to the Skeptical Problem
	5.1.1 Closure Principle and Straight Solutions to the Rule-Following Problem
	5.1.2 Closure Principle and Error-Theory Interpretation of the Skeptical Solution

	5.2 Non-Factualism and the Problem of Creeping Minimalism
	5.2.1 The Rejection of the Deflationist Account of Truth-aptness
	5.2.2 A New Bifurcation Criterion Between Factual and Non-Factual Sentences


	6 Concluding Remarks
	References


