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Abstract – This paper starts with a bit of datum: the meanings of words change over time. Philosophers of language 
owe us an account of this datum. Drawing on an analogy with concrete objects, we sketch two broad ways to 
understand meaning shift: the meaning perdurantist says that a particular word w’s meaning changes over time in virtue 
of w’s expressing meaning M1 at time t1, and a distinct meaning M2 at time t2. Meanwhile, the meaning endurantist says 
that w always expresses the same meaning M1, but M1 has reference-fixing properties F1…Fn at t1, and a distinct 
collection of properties G1…Gn at t2. We then go on to develop in further detail a particularly Fregean form of 
meaning endurantism – the sense endurantist view – which explains change in the meaning of words over time is by 
the thought that terms express the same Fregean sense which changes its reference-fixing properties over time. And 
while sense endurantistism requires forgoing certain Fregean commitments, it is, we contend, a consistent and 
interesting account of meaning change over time. 
 

It is clear that the meanings of words change over time. For example, 'computer' once meant 
someone who performed mathematical operations, though it now refers to the device people use 
to carry such computations out. Similarly, (though perhaps apocryphally), it is said ‘Madagascar’ 
was originally used to refer to a part of the African mainland, though it eventually shifted to its 
present meaning, where it designates the island. In fact, one would be hard-pressed to find a 
word in the English language the meaning of which hasn’t changed over the development of the 
language.  

Thus it is a datum that (meaning) shift happens. And philosophers of language owe us an 
explanation. They need to tell us how, exactly, we should understand this process. What is it for 
the meaning of a word to change over time? 

We think that we can draw on a fruitful analogy with concrete objects. Like meanings, 
concrete objects also change over time. A ship goes to sea, and undergoes various repairs, some 
more significant (e.g. a new mast) some incidental (e.g. new door handles), and some part of 
normal wear and tear (e.g., the surface of the deck is a little worn away by cleaning). A ship 
arrives at port, and there is a great cheer from the dock. Why the cheer? Because the ship that 
left has returned – the very same ship that left. Ships, it seems, persist through change. 

Similarly for people. A friend visits from out of town, and they have grown an 
inadvisable moustache, lost weight, and acquired a scar whilst rock-climbing. You recollect how 
you two enjoyed such-and-such back in the day, but oh how things have changed. Nonetheless, 
it is you and they – the very same people now reminiscing – who enjoyed such-and-such back in 
the day, not other people. It is you and they who have undergone change. 

Thus it is also a datum that object-property shifts happen. Metaphysicians owe us an 
explanation. That is, they need to tell us what it is for an object to persist through a change in 
properties over time. 

Metaphysicians have provided a number of accounts of what it is for an object to persist 
through change in properties. One option is to embrace perdurantism, according to which objects 
persist by having a variety of numerically distinct temporal parts, each of which have specific set 
of unchanging properties. For example, Obama’s having all black hair in 2008 is due to his 
having a temporal part that existed only at that time which had black hair. Meanwhile, he has 
grey hair in 2016 in virtue of having a temporal part with a more salt-and-pepper coif. And 
Obama’s change in properties over time just amounts to his having distinct temporal part at the 
two times. This is roughly what W.V. Quine (1950) and D.M. Armstrong (1980) believe.  

Alternatively, we can adopt endurantism, which holds that objects persist by being ‘wholly 
present’ at every moment of their existence. Endurantists can then go on to explain e.g. Obama’s 
change in hair colour by appealing to tense changes (Zimmerman (1998); Markosian (2004)), or 
by treating possession or instantiation of properties being relative to times (Johnston (1987); 
Haslanger (1989)). 

Building on these, one might offer parallel answers to the meaning shift question. That is, 
one plausible answer is a rough analogue to the perdurantist account, according to which 
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meaning change amounts to expressing different meanings at different times. Alternatively, there 
is a story that parallels the endurantist. On this picture, what explains meaning change isn’t 
variation in which fixed meaning a word expresses, but rather a change in the nature of the 
meaning itself.  

More generally, the meaning perdurantist says that a particular word w’s meaning changes 
over time in virtue of w’s expressing meaning M1 and time t1, and a distinct meaning M2 at time t2. 
Meanwhile, the meaning endurantist says that w always expresses the same meaning M1, but M1 has 
properties F1…Fn at t1, and a distinct collection of properties G1…Gn at t2.  

Meaning perdurantism is, without a doubt, the received view when it comes to account 
for meaning change. But this is in part because, as far as we can tell, little to nothing has been 
written concerning meaning endurantism. Here, we hope to fill this lacuna. More specifically, the 
present paper is aimed at exploring a particular form of meaning endurantism, according to 
which what explains change in the meaning of words over time is that they always express the 
same Fregean sense, but that this sense changes its reference-fixing properties over time. Thus 
this paper looks at the broader viability of the enduring senses view. In this way, this paper 
represents a first-pass at exploring not only the enduring senses view, but also offers a starting 
point for examining broader issues about the issue of change in meaning over time. 

To be clear, this isn’t an historical paper. We’re not trying to show that Frege secretly 
held the enduring sense view – in fact, as the following discussion makes clear, there will be 
several points where we’ll have to break from Frege’s specific account of meaning. Similarly, our 
main aim isn’t to necessarily convince readers of the truth of the enduring senses account. 
Rather, we want to use this opportunity to explore the thesis – we’re out to see what the 
interesting (radical?) enduring sense thesis has going for (and against) it. In so doing, we hope to 
prompt further discussion, not only about the enduring sense story, but also meaning 
endurantism and, more generally, change in meaning over time. 

With that in mind, the paper has the following structure. We begin (§1) by explicating the 
view, sketching the Fregean background, clarifying where we depart from the standard Fregean 
picture, and showing some initial consequences of accepting enduring senses. Then, we go on 
(§2) to motivate the position. This is primarily done by comparing the enduring sense story to 
alternative accounts, including a perduring sense account, as well as an error theory about 
persistence of meanings. Of course, comparing the enduring sense account to requires knowing 
what costs it incurs; hence why the following section (§3) focuses on a series of objections to 
treating senses as the sort of things that can endure. To spoil the surprise, the response to many 
of these objections will centre on the fact that these objections are in fact merely specific 
versions of general challenges to any endurantist view, meaning we employ the same broad 
responses that endurantists more generally appeal to (with some slight tailoring, where 
necessary). Finally, we conclude (§4) by discussion some further questions that emerge from the 
discussion. 
 
§1. Explicating Enduring Senses  
 
We being getting a grip on the enduring sense picture by sketching the broadly Fregean 
background undergirding it.  

Famously, Frege suggested that, in addition to having a denotation or referent 
(‘Bedeutung’), words also express a sense (‘Sinn’), where the word’s sense is a particular mode of 
presentation of the referent. So, for example, ‘the morning star’ and ‘the evening star’ have the 
same referent – the planet Venus – but express different modes of presentation, and hence have 
different senses.  
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Similarly, Frege held that sentences also had something like a sense and referent – 
specifically, they expressed thoughts, and referred to either the True or the False.1 And thoughts 
stood in a tight relationship to senses, as spelt out in what we can call the compositionality thesis: 

 
Compositionality The thought T of a given sentence S is composed of the senses 

s1…sn of the words that compose S 
 
For example, ‘John loves Mary’ expresses a thought T1 that is composed of the sense of ‘John’, 
‘loves’, and ‘Mary’, concatenated in that specific order. 
There are two further theses that Frege held which are relevant for present purposes. The first 
concerns the connection between a given sense and referent. For Frege accepted what we can 
call the immutability of referent thesis: 
 

Immutability of Referent If sense s ever is a mode of presentation for a particular 
referent r, then s always ‘refers to’ r 

 
An extension of the immutability of reference thesis is the immutability of truth thesis: 
 

Immutability of Truth If thought t ever refers to the True or to the False, then it 
always does 

 
So, given Immutability of Truth, if ‘Ohle is hungry’ was ever true, then it always is. As should be 
clear, Immutability of Truth follows from Immutability of Referent – indeed, it is simply a 
particular application of the former to sentences, rather than mere terms/words. 
 With this Fregean background in place, we can now return to our initial question, and ask 
how this framework can be used to explain change in meaning over time. The most direct way to 
do so is to adopt a perduring sense view. The sense perdurantist says that change in meaning over 
time amounts change in which sense a term expresses. So, on this story, a word w changes in 
meaning over time whenever w expresses sense s1 (and hence refers to referent r) at time t1 and 
comes to express a distinct sense s2 (which may or may not have a different referent) at time t2.  
 
Because she varies which sense is expressed, the sense perdurantist can happily accept 
Immutability of Referent and, by extension, Immutability of Truth. To see the former, consider 
our earlier example of ‘Madagascar’.  According to the sense perdurantist, the original usage of 
the name expressed a particular sense that was a mode of presentation for, and hence referred to, 
a portion of the African mainland. Then, for whatever reason, the word came to express a 
distinct sense, which in fact is (and was, and forever will be) a mode of presentation for the 
island. In this way, change in meaning corresponds to change sense expressed. However, there 
was no time where a particular sense presented one referent at time, then came to present a 
different referent at a later time. 
 Concerning the latter, consider ‘Madagascar is an island’. The perdurantist says that this 
sentence originally expressed a particular thought composed of the senses of the various words 
that make up the sentence; in this case, composed of the earlier sense of ‘Madagascar’, which was 
a mode of presentation for bit of mainland, along with the sense of the predicate ‘is an island’. 
Finally, this thought referred to the False, since, of course, the particular bit of mainland that the 
name designated wasn’t an island. However, as time passed, the sentence came to express a 
different thought, composed of the later sense of ‘Madagascar’ (when it was a m.o.p. for the 
island) and the sense of ‘is an island’, which in fact referred to the True. So, change in meaning 
of the sentence corresponds to change in thought expressed. However, there was never a time 

                                                 
1 In this way, sentences are, for Frege, effectively just proper names for the two truth-values.  
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where a given thought designated a particular truth-value (e.g. the False) and then came to 
designated a different truth-value (e.g. the True).  
 Hence the sense perdurantist can agree with Frege concerning Immutability of Referent 
and Immutability of Truth, while still explaining/accounting for change in meaning over time. 

The sense endurantist takes a radically different tack. According to sense endurantism, 
senses are, as Frege suggests, modes of presentation of a particular referent. To this, the sense 
endurantist adds that a particular sense presents or designates a particular referent in virtue of the 
sense possessing certain intrinsic, ‘reference-fixing’ features; this might include encoding a 
definite description that describes the referent, or something along those lines. The novel move 
the sense endurantist makes is that these intrinsic, ‘reference-fixing’ features of a sense can (and 
frequently do) change over time. And it is this shift in features – not in sense expressed – that 
accounts for change in meaning. 
 Take the Madagascar case again. According to sense endurantism, the original usage of 
the name expressed a particular sense that was a mode of presentation for, and hence referred to, 
a portion of the African mainland. And this sense was linked to that particular referent in virtue 
of the sense’s possessing certain reference-fixing features. Later, for a variety of reasons, that 
same original sense came to possess different reference-fixing features. And this shift in features 
explains the change in referent: in the past, the particular sense was a mode of presentation for a 
given bit of mainland, but it eventually came to designate the island (as it does now). 
Consequently, the sense endurantist does allow for cases where a particular sense presents one 
referent at time, but then comes to present a different referent at a later time. In other words, the 
sense endurantist denies Immutability of Referent. 
 Similarly, the sense endurantist also denies Immutability of Truth. The same example 
serves: ‘Madagascar is an island’ originally expressed a particular thought, composed of the 
senses of the constituent terms, and designated the False. However, over time, the sense of 
‘Madagascar’ shifted in its reference-fixing properties, meaning the nature of the thoughts it 
composed also shifted. So, once the name came to have the present reference-fixing features 
(which render it a name for the island), the thought expressed by ‘Madagascar is an island’ also 
settled onto a complex of senses which designated the True. In this way, sense endurantism 
entails – assuming Compositionality – that thoughts do not have their true values (that is, their 
referent) eternally. Assuming enduring senses, one can still maintain the compositionality thesis, 
provided one is also willing to allow, contra Frege, that the truth-value of a thought can change 
over time. But this is just an instance of the idea, which we also accept, that senses can have a 
different referent over time, since the referent of a thought is its truth-value. This view is not one 
Frege would have endorsed, but is a version of what Mark Richard (1981) describes as 
'temporalism'. 
 Is it a problem that the enduring senses view allows for thoughts to change their truth-
value over time? Not really. For recall our initial datum: with many terms, the referent does shift 
over the course of history. Similarly, different thoughts involving e.g. Madagascar will have been 
true but are now false (or vice versa). 
 One could accept temporalism at face-value, and accept that what is true changes over 
time. This is the strategy defended by many in the Philosophy of time, including Zimmerman 
(1998), and Brogaard (2012). There may be ways to accept the datum that reference shifts over 
time, and accept endurantism, without accepting temporalism. For example, one could claim the 
reference fixing properties of sense are indexed to a time, or the reference relation itself is 
different at different times. Haslanger (2003) surveys the options open to endurantists about 
physical objects, and we think that parallel ways of specifying the endurantist claim will be 
available for senses. If you were initially attracted to temporalism, then, the enduring senses view 
may be more attractive to you, but if you reject temporalism, that doesn't mean you should reject 
the claim that senses endure. 
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 So far we have introduced our core idea – that there is an analogy to be had between 
senses and concrete objects: that both can persist through change by enduring. In the next 
section we will consider some examples, to give a clear picture of how we think of this as 
working. 

 
§2. Motivating Enduring Senses 
 
We think the analogy between senses persisting through change, and other objects persisting 
through change, is a compelling one. But to make it clear what we mean, let’s consider some 
examples. 

Let us begin with 'cake'. It may once have been analytically true that cakes contain egg 
and gluten. Let's assume for a moment that it was. Something without egg, or gluten, could not 
be a cake, back then, but would need to be something else – a fake cake, perhaps. But that 
doesn't seem to be true now. One can quite often find gluten-free cake or vegan cake. Why 
should we think that the sense has changed? For one thing, it seems plausible that before 
veganism was widely practised, and before gluten was scientifically understood, people would 
have ruled out the possibility of cake missing one of those ingredients. We have a trilemma: 

 
1. The sense of 'cake' has persisted through change by perduring. There are distinct 
temporal parts to the sense of 'cake' some of which make it analytic that cakes contain 
egg and gluten, and some don't. The sense of 'cake' is just the thing made up of those 
parts. 
 
2. Historically, people have been in error about how the reference of ‘cake’ cake came to 
be fixed. The sense of 'cake' has never changed, and never required that it was analytic 
that cakes contained gluten and egg, but this was not previously grasped. 
 
3. 'Cake' has a sense which used to require that it was analytic that cakes contained egg 
and gluten, but that same sense has evolved so it no longer is analytic that cakes 
contained gluten and egg. 

 
We reject 1. When we make a fruit cake using a recipe that has been handed down through many 
generations, we think that when it is described as a cake recipe they mean cake in the same sense 
as we mean cake. Imagine something that is paradigmatically cake: a Victoria sponge, or a 
Blackforest gateau, or a Dundee cake. We mean the type of thing that is actually the same type of 
thing as that cake described in the recipe. Imagine we were copying this recipe except we 
substituted the flour for a gluten free equivalent. We would, admittedly, be making a different 
thing; it wouldn't be the cake in that recipe. But it seems odd to say we wouldn't be making cake.  
Maybe this old recipe is for a cakes in the historic sense of cake and in the contemporary sense 
of cake. That is, it is a cake in more than one sense. When I describe it as a cake, I'm doing 
something akin to punning. Or when I describe gluten free cake as cake I'm speaking loosely, it 
is not real cake, but ersatz cake. But neither of these options are satisfactory. For they involve 
excluding people from the practice of cake eating (for they can only perform an ersatz version of 
it), or cake eating becomes a new practice each time any cake innovation is managed, since we 
now need a new sense in which this cake is a cake like all the rest. I will take these two options in 
turn. 

Multiplying senses seems sensible when significant new uses emerge (urinal cakes are 
cakes in a different sense to French fondants, for all they may superficially resemble each other 
in size and colour), but is excessive for every innovation to require a new sense, just as claiming a 
ship becomes a new ship for having its deck sanded would. This option doesn't seem like a good 
one, but what of saying that our coeliac or vegan friends just aren't eating real cake? Excluding 



Forbes & Wildman Enduring Senses 6 

people from the practice of cake eating seems like a bad strategy. If denying cake to vegans 
doesn't worry you, consider a more politically charged case: 'marriage'. There aren't two types of 
marriage (in countries that have passes the relevant legislation): gay marriage and marriage. There 
is marriage, and that now includes same sex partnerships. Indeed it has been a particular point of 
the campaign for marriage equality, rather than civil partnerships, that the LGBT community 
wanted to be part of the institution of marriage just as their friends, parents, and so on were.2 
There is a desire for gay people to be married in just the same sense as people have been married for 
centuries. 1 does not allow that desire to be met on purely logical grounds, yet many people who 
have voted for, and/or engaged in gay marriage have been persuaded that gay people can marry 
in just the same sense that heterosexual couples have done for some time.  

We reject 2. Accepting that a term that has been used for a long time was not correctly 
grasped by anyone who used it until now seems the height of arrogance, and one step away from 
a sweeping scepticism about are ability to communicate with each other. If people used 'cake' in 
the same sense we use it, but didn't grasp that sense, or use it to fix reference, then sense doesn't 
seem to be publically graspable, anymore, and we undermine any reasons to have to think we 
grasp the sense of the words we use. Not only, on this option, do we not understand what other 
people meant, but we do not understand what we ourselves mean. What we like about Fregean 
senses is that they avoid the perils of psychologism, by retaining senses as inherently publically 
graspable. 

Consider a third example; ‘fish’. 'Fish' is a natural kind term. It used to include whales, 
and other cetaceans, but now does not. If we accept a semantic externalist account on natural 
kind terms (a la Kripke (1972); Hilary Putnam (1975); Jessica Brown (1998)), the world plays a 
role in fixing reference and nothing has both the role of being what is publically grasped and 
fixing reference. Such views, strictly speaking, reject Fregean sense. They still have both 
elements, however–the publically graspable element and the reference fixing element. Problems 
arise for each of these.  

Let's take reference fixing. If the world is what fixes reference, and we might not know 
how it does that, we might not know how our terms refer. We can look back on people who 
thought whales were fish, and smile knowingly that they were mistaken about how their words 
referred. But the smile may disappear once we realise that we have no reason to be more 
confident that we have carved nature at its joints than our ancestors did. Our best theories 
currently suggest, let's stipulate, that there is a category of fish, but a future best theory may not.3 
If reference is fixed based on how the world is, independently of our current or past practices of 
classifying things into natural kinds, we simply have no idea how reference gets fixed, because it 
runs free from our grasp of the term. Frege's insight in having sense do both of these things was 
that it gives a public method of establishing reference, so it is not mysterious. If we tie the fixing 
of reference to our practices of classifying (indeed to our recognitional capacities, as Brown 
suggests), then we are under pressure to accept that those capacities change, as the community of 
experts to which we have access changes. 

Go back to thinking of reference fixing as independent of the publically graspable 
element of sense. What is publically graspable is going to reflect common usage. So we have the 
relevant usage of 'fish' now, which gives rise to the sense which we are supposing previous 
people couldn't grasp, because they thought whales were fish. This view will lead to worries 
about making sense of scientific disagreement. Suppose we disagree over which taxonomy is the 
best one. One way to characterise what we are doing is disagreeing over how to classify fish, 
another is that you are interested in classifying fish1, and we are interested in classifying fish2. 
Disagreement becomes hard to come by, on the second option, whereas if we are debating a 

                                                 
2 Cf. Robyn Harper (2012) 'When I Get Married, Will It Be a ‘Gay Marriage’?'  Huffington Post 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robyn-harper/marriage-equality_b_1572611.html 
3 It may be that ictheologists already reject that there is a natural kind–fish–which our best theory used to include. 
This should be grist to our mill is the natural kind sense of fish has evolved further. 
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proposed revision to a single sense in light of new evidence, we are genuinely disagreeing, and 
not talking past each other. 

We therefore defend 3. To return to ‘cake’, what we, communally, grasp as being the 
same kind of thing has changed since that recipe was written. And, cake being a socially 
constructed kind, what it is to be the same kind of thing has changed. Not only has what we grasp 
when we use the word 'cake' changed, but what fixes the reference of ‘cake’ has changed. 

What is it that stays the same about sense as it changes over time, given that what we 
publically grasp (i.e. the mode of presentation) and the reference fixing properties can change? It 
may be that there is no set of properties that necessarily must be held fixed over time, but a 
series of small changes in people’s practices in using a term and referring to things, such that 
there is no marked cut-off point where one practice stops and a new one starts. It is, admittedly, 
difficult to give a general account of what the persistence conditions are for senses. But it is 
similarly difficult to give a general account of the persistence conditions for enduring objects. 
Our project here is not to give a general account of the persistence conditions of objects, 
however, but to explore the extent to which viewing senses might be the sorts of things that 
could persist through change by enduring.  

Let’s consider the following view, for illustration, of the persistence conditions of a 
sense: that they fix the reference of the term in the same way. There is a general problem, 
however, that when we talk of sameness we have more than one option about what counts as 
being the same. This problem of sameness has been raised in different forms by Kripke (1982), 
Brown (1998), Nelson Goodman (1955), and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953). There may be many 
incompatible ways of continuing on in the same way. What it is to fix the reference of a term in 
the same way is underdetermined by the use of the word, the intentions of those who previously 
used it, and the kinds to which the referents belong (even more so for social kinds than for 
natural kinds). In the case of social kinds, like cake, we can decide that new things count as the 
same kind (e.g. vegan cake), or that old things no longer count as being cakes in the same sense 
(e.g. bread cakes) while still thinking that sameness of kind is relevant criterion for fixing 
reference. We can still specify the sense of cake as being 'actually the same kind of thing as a 
Victoria sponge, or a Blackforest Gateaux, or a Dundee cake' while still allowing that what we 
grasp, and what fixes reference, can change. 

To say that senses are the sorts of things that can persist through change is not to say that 
anything goes. Radical changes, for example, in logical role, could not be survived. A sense 
couldn’t change from being the sense of a singular term to the sense of a predicate and persist in 
being the same sense. Logical relationships, for example of analyticity and synonymy, will 
supervene on the senses of words, and so as senses change, these relationships change. So it may 
have been analytic that cake contains gluten, and then cease to be analytic, or it may be that it 
was false that all fish have gills, because cetaceans belonged to the kind ‘fish’, but it became 
analytic that fish have gills, because our classificatory practices of fish changed such that anything 
without gills would not count as a fish. 

How do we determine what is grasped, and what the reference fixing properties are, such 
that we can ascertain whether they have changed? How the term gets used will be very 
important, but by whom it is used may also be relevant. We can draw on Putnam's (1975) insight 
that there is a division of linguistic labour in fixing the reference of our terms. 

What is publically grasped as the sense of a word may involve deferring to experts, or 
debate or disagreement. In the case of ‘fish’ we may defer to ichtheologists, and in the case of 
‘cake’ to bakers and pâtissiers. As in the case of marriage, there may be vocal debate about 
whether the sense of marriage we have been using can survive a change to our practices, and 
bitter political disagreement about it. Indeed it may be a notable feature of a sense that what is 
essential to it may be contested.4 

                                                 
4 Cf. Gallie, (1956) 
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 But this division of linguistic labour may be both synchronic and diachronic. What we 

grasp when we grasp the sense of the word 'cake' may depend on what bakers and pâtissiers 
think, and may have aspects not featured in our individual conceptions of cake. But equally, what 
is grasped may be a sense with history. In order to fix the reference of a term (or to distinguish 
between two similar senses) we might appeal to the history of use of the term in the relevant 
sense. Indeed, our ability to appeal to different histories may explain why genuine cases of 
synonymy are very rare. The role the history of use of a term plays may even give rise to practical 
problems. It may be difficult, in some instances, to create new senses of words shorn of 
associations that older senses have. The word 'hysterical' may appear to be used as a neutral term 
for someone who has been overcome by emotion, to the point of unreasonableness, but it 
retains associations with the practice of diagnosing women who were insufficiently submissive as 
having a 'wandering womb'. Senses may persist even if we don't desire them to.  
 
§3. Objecting to Enduring Senses 
 
In the previous section, we tried to motivate and clarify the enduring senses view, as well as 
show how it can be used to explain what happens when words change meaning over time. Here, 
we try to anticipate a series of objections to the view.  
 
§3.1 The Understanding Objection 
The first objection concerns the charge that postulating enduring senses is incomprehensible. In 
a quip, this objection boils down to the (flat-footed, table-thumping) assertion that the objector 
simply ‘doesn’t understand’ what it means to say that a sense changes over time (other than in 
the derivative, perdurantist manner). Then, because the key concept is incomprehensible, the 
view is unacceptable.  

In fact, a similar objection is frequently raised against endurantist views for concrete 
objects: non-endurantists say that the idea of an object being ‘wholly present’ at every moment it 
exists is something they simply cannot understand. 

We contend that, ironically, this objection turns upon mis-understanding what it takes to 
understand a philosophical concept. Generally speaking, one understands a concept if and only if 
one grasps the theoretical role associated therewith. Above, in sketching out the enduring senses 
picture, we specified a theoretical role for the concept of enduring senses; we highlighted some 
interrelations with other notions, provide some example instances, and generally spelt out what 
the concept is meant to do. That’s enough to set out a theoretical role. If the objector refuses to 
grasp it, then phrases about horses and being led to water come to mind.   

Of course, no matter how richly spelt out the theoretical role is, a ‘concept may 
nevertheless fail to refer to anything. But that’s true of any philosophical concept: the world may 
simply fail to contain anything—or any unique thing—fitting the inferential role associated with 
the concept,’ (Sider 2011, p. 10). In other words, while the specification of a theoretical role is 
enough to render a particular concept understandable, it’s not enough to guarantee that the concept 
accurately describes the world. But truth is one thing, comprehensibility another.5 This objection 
concerns comprehensibility; so the above discussion suffices to dispel any such worries. Thus 
any intransience on the part of an objector who endless repeats, ‘I just don’t understand’ will be 
met with careful (re)elucidation of the theory. And should that prove sufficient, sometimes you 
just have to drown the horse. 
 
§3.2 An Invidious Distinction of the Third Realm 

                                                 
5 Truth vs. understandability in frege on sense! 
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The second objection requires a bit of set-up. According to Frege, senses are denizens of the 
‘third realm’, which included other abstracta, like, for example, numbers.6 And, of course, 
numbers don’t change their (intrinsic) properties over time – they are eternal and unchanging. 
However, the sense endurantist holds that senses, which are abstract entities much like numbers, 
do change their intrinsic properties over time. Thus get a kind of modus tolens objection to 
enduring senses: if senses can change their intrinsic features, then so too can numbers. But 
numbers cannot change their intrinsic features. Therefore, neither can senses. 

However, there is no reason to think that what is the case for numbers is also be the case 
for all other abstracta – abstracta might be a rather diverse lot. For example, Thomasson (1999) 
contends that fictional characters are created at a certain point in time, unlike numbers. Similarly, 
the obvious problem with the argument becomes clear when we transpose it to the realm of the 
concreta. Humans are the sorts of things that can, it seems, change their intrinsic features. But 
this being the case doesn’t entail that all other concrete objects can do so – for example, the 
Christian God is the sort of thing that is both concrete yet not able to intrinsically change. This 
makes it clear that postulating enduring senses which are capable of changing their intrinsic 
features over time does not entail allowing for change in the intrinsic features of numbers as 
well.  

But the objector might press the point, claiming that positing enduring senses introduces 
an invidious distinction concerning how the various abstracta that populate the third realm are 
like over time: the number-like abstracta can do such-and-such, while the sense-like abstracta can 
do so-and-so. 
 Yet this merely re-states the sense endurantists position. As such, it is hardly an 
objection. Some abstracta – like numbers – persist without (intrinsically) changing while others – 
like senses – can vary over time. But that’s not an invidious distinction, much as merely a 
distinction.  
 
§3.3 Fission, Convergence, & Fusion 
 
To the extent that senses depend on a changing communal consensus about what words mean, 
they are different from how we ordinarily think of people or ships, both of which prima facie do 
not to depend on public consensus in order to persist through time. However, many of the 
familiar worries about persistence equally arise for sense. In this way, the finally issue we would 
like to discuss a series of peculiar cases that emerge once we allow for senses to change over 
time. These parallel strange cases that come up with concrete objects, transposed to the realm of 
senses; however, this transposition means that certain further difficulties emerge.  
 First, it is clear that senses might undergo fission, with individual fissies becoming 
distinct senses. It isn’t hard to imagine a scenario where a particular word originally expresses a 
single sense, but, through a series of events, comes to express multiple, distinct senses (in fact, 
this seems to happen quite regularly, with cases of polysemy). One example is the word 'chef' has 
distinct senses; one of being a chief, the other of being a skilled preparer of food. Previously the 
chef in a kitchen was so called because they were in charge (and French). This sort of scenario 
isn’t a particular problem for the sense endurantist: they can tell the standard story about how a 
given word comes to express a particular sense, and take these matters as and when they emerge. 
 A second type of case are convergence cases. In these, two distinct senses gradually 
change their intrinsic features over time in such a way that the associated words become closer 
and closer in meaning. This is the sort of thing that happens once you allow for shift in 
analyticity, and, as should be clear, are both admissible given sense endurantism and don’t pose 
any sort of problem. 

                                                 
6 Whether Frege specifically thought that numbers were part of the third realm is a matter of some scholarly debate; 
however, we’re happy to here spot the objector that they were, in order to strengthen their claim. 
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 Finally, there are fusion cases, where two distinct senses change in such a way that they 
become entirely overlapping/indistinguishable. It is unclear whether the sense endurantist can 
allow for these kinds of cases. For recall that one of Frege’s original motivations for postulating 
senses was to explain the cognitive difference between identity claims of the form ‘a =  a’ and ‘a 
= b’; the difference stemming from the fact that the latter involves two terms with the same 
reference but distinct senses. The problem is that if the two senses for ‘Alpha’ and ‘Beta’ 
genuinely fused, then ‘Alpha = Beta’ should be cognitively indistinguishable from ‘Alpha = 
Alpha’. However, if Frege taught us anything, it is that these two aren’t cognitively 
indistinguishable!  
 That being said, perhaps there will be ways to work around this issue. But such matters 
do not interest us here. For our aim is to argue that senses can be treated as enduring, and that 
such puzzles plausibly arise for senses, as with ships and people, should be reason to think that 
there is no more a problem for senses enduring than there is for endurance tout court. 
 
§4. Conclusions 
We started with a bit of datum – that the meanings of words change over time – that 
philosophers of language owe us an explanation of. Drawing on an analogy with concrete 
objects, we sketched two broad ways to understand meaning shift: the meaning perdurantist says 
that a particular word w’s meaning changes over time in virtue of w’s expressing meaning M1 and 
time t1, and a distinct meaning M2 at time t2. Meanwhile, the meaning endurantist says that w always 
expresses the same meaning M1, but M1 has properties F1…Fn at t1, and a distinct collection of 
properties G1…Gn at t2.  

We then went on to develop in further detail a particularly Fregean form of meaning 
endurantism – the enduring senses view – which explains change in the meaning of words over 
time is by stipulating that they always express the same Fregean sense, but that this sense 
changes its reference-fixing properties over time. To be a sense endurantist, one must forgo 
certain Fregean commitments, but can, we hope to have shown, tell a consistent and interesting 
story. 

Of course, many future research questions remain for would-be sense endurantists. We 
have not given an account of the persistence conditions of senses, and this may be a piecemeal 
task, as much for linguists as for philosophers. We have made much work of the analogy 
between enduring concrete objects and enduring senses, but have neither argued for endurance 
in either case, nor developed responses for problem cases that apply to both. In particular, we 
have left it open whether fusion of senses can occur. However, this exploration of enduring 
senses, we hope, will stimulate in change in our understanding of sense itself, just as we think 
senses can change. 
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