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We typically understand an individual’s thoughts and utterances in a way that ties their

contents to the make-up of her physical environment and the linguistic usage of her

community.  This practice has frequently been taken to be in tension with the intuition that

the content of one’s thoughts and utterances must ultimately be explained in terms of facts

about one’s own  attitudes and behavior.  This perceived tension is manifested in cases

where the individual’s own beliefs and usage purportedly underdetermine or even

misidentify what she is standardly treated as referring to by her terms.  I argue that the

individual’s beliefs only seem to underdetermine or misidentify the referents of her terms in

these cases if one presupposes a comparatively impoverished conception of what her

beliefs are.  The beliefs an individual speaker associates with a given term extend far

beyond the handful of sentences she would produce if asked to list such beliefs.  Speakers

have an implicit, but rich, understanding of their language as a shared temporally extended

practices about which they can be mistaken.  Once this implicit understanding of language

is factored in, our practice of tying what an individual means to her physical and social

environment turns out to be justified by consistency requirements upon the individual’s

own beliefs.

Indeed, our implicit understanding of language justifies more than merely tying a

speaker’s thoughts and utterances to her social and physical environment.  Our implicit

understanding of languages as temporally extended practices turns out to justify our

important, but seldom noticed, habit of reading present conceptual developments back into

the thoughts and utterances of our past selves and our ancestors.  We can both endorse a

picture of linguistic norms that is methodologically individualistic and allow that future use

(as with communal use) contributes to what we mean by our terms.  External factors are

relevant to what we mean because we implicitly take them to be so, and our practice of

incorporating physical, social and temporal factors into our understanding of others reflects

our often deep commitment to a picture of language as a shared practice extending through

time.
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