
Enduring Sense 
G.A. Forbes & N. Wildman 
(This is a draft, so please do not quote/cite without permission. Comments welcome!) 

 
Words change meaning over time. This change can take several forms. In particular, it can involve meaning 
replacement, where an old meaning is simply phased out in favour of a new one, or, more rarely, 
persistence, where, despite the fact that what the word applies to varies, there is no change in topic. 
Philosophers of language owe us an account of these phenomena. Here, drawing on an analogy with 
concrete objects, we sketch three such accounts: meaning exdurantism, meaning perdurantism, and meaning 
endurantism. We also go on to develop the sense endurantist view – a particularly Fregean form of endurantism 
that is, we contend, a novel and natural account of the metaphysics of meaning change over time. 

 
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, ‘meat’ formerly referred to food in general, though this is no longer 
the case – we wouldn’t accuse a vegan of breaking their strict ‘non-meat’ diet if we saw them 
chomping down on a carrot. Finally, in the recent past, a salad was a cold dish primarily 
composed of green leaves, though we now happily use ‘salad’ for ‘various warm, leaf-free 
concoctions’ (Dorr & Hawthorne: 2014: 284) salads. In fact, one would be hard-pressed to find a 
word of English the meaning of which has not somehow changed as the language has developed 
and evolved.   

Thus the following is a datum: (meaning) shift happens. And philosophers of language 
owe us an explanation. They need to tell us how, exactly, we should understand the process of 
meaning shift. Interestingly, while this phenomenon is broadly accepted in linguistics,1 there is 
little that directly addresses what seems to be a broadly metaphysical matter.2  
 This project is slightly complicated by the fact, highlighted in the above cases, that not all 
cases of meaning shift are the same. When it comes to ‘meat’, it is natural to think what we have 
is a kind of change via replacement: there was an old meaning of the term, but this has been phased 
out in favour of a new meaning, with a different range of application. And the same goes for 
many other cases of meaning change – the most natural understanding of what has happened 
with the meaning of, for example, ‘nice’, ‘silly’, and ‘awful’ is that their old meanings were 
replaced by new ones. 

In contrast, cases like ‘salad’ do not involve replacement of one meaning with another so 
much as a single meaning genuinely persisting through a change. Concerning ‘salad’, it is natural to 
say that, while we have changed what it is that counts as a salad – it used to be analytically true 
that a leaf-free selection of cold cut fruit was not a salad, but we are now happy to call a fruit 
salad a salad – this has occurred without us changing the topic. We are still talking about salads 
(though this now applies to different things). And, as Cappelen (forthcoming: 44) points out, ‘there 
is nothing particularly distinctive about “salad”’ – i.e., there are numerous other cases of meaning 
persistence.3 

                                                 
1 See e.g. Crystal (2006); McMahon (1994); Radford, Atkinson, Britain, Clahsen and Spencer (1999). 
2 Recent literature has made gestures towards the topic; for example, Dorr & Hawthrone (2014) discuss the 
possibility of temporal plasticity of meaning, while Cappelen (forthcoming) discusses meaning change in the context of 
conceptual engineering. However, these do not focus on the topic of this paper, providing an account of the 
metaphysical underpinnings of meaning change. Similarly, there is a growing body of literature discussing the 
identity and persistence conditions of words, the most famous contribution of which is undoubtedly Kaplan (1990), 
though see also Kaplan (2011), Hawthorne and Lepore (2011), and Bromberger (2011). While this debate is 
obviously related to the one we are concerned with – after all, meanings and words go hand-in-hand! – it is mostly 
orthogonal to discussion of meaning change. 
3 For example, we now apply ‘to think’ to numerous entities we would not previously have done, as in, ‘my phone 
still thinks we’re on US time’, though we do not seemed to have changed the topic. (Thanks to Constantine Sandis 
for suggesting this example.) 



There are, of course, genuine and significant questions about the persistence conditions 
of meanings. These may well be difficult to specify, and irredeemably vague.4 But what matters 
here is that, prima facie, there are at least some cases of meaning persistence, and at least some 
cases where the change is one of replacement, rather than persistence. 

So it is an additional data point that meaning shift – a ubiquitous phenomenon requiring 
explanation – comes in at least two distinct forms: replacement, like in the ‘meat’ case, and 
persistence, as with ‘salad’. Any good account of meaning change needs to either make room for 
or, at minimum, explain away the apparent instances of persistence and of replacement. 

In this paper, we make the initial moves towards addressing these lacunae. More 
specifically, we begin (§1) by surveying three popular views metaphysicians have offered to 
address problems about the persistence of material objects over time: exdurantism, perdurantism 
and endurantism.. We then (§2) sketch three analogous views about meaning: meaning exdurantism, 
meaning perdurantism, and meaning endurantism. Of course, one major task is to adjudicate between 
this trio. So, to decide which of them is best, we shift gears and examine (§3) the error-theory of 
meaning persistence, which denies that meaning ever persists. For, in the course of arguing 
against the error-theory, we see that there are two key motivations for persistence of meaning – 
that it allows us to be talking about the same topics as people in the past did, and that it allows 
for conceptual engineering – both of which lend support for adopting an endurantist account of 
meaning persistence. Hence, if you accept that meaning persistence is possible, then you should 
be a meaning endurantist. 

With this in mind, we proceed (§4) to flesh out a version of endurantism based on a 
broadly Fregean conception of meaning. This enduring senses account of meaning change is, we 
argue, a striking, nuanced, and natural way of explicating the metaphysics of meaning change, 
capable of explaining both meaning replacement and persistence cases. In this sense, it is a 
position worth exploring in more depth. Of course, doing so requires specifying what costs it 
incurs; hence the penultimate section (§5) focuses on a series of objections to treating senses as 
the sort of thing that can endure. To spoil the end: 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 can employ variations of the same responses endurantists 
more generally appeal to (with some slight tailoring, where necessary). Finally, we conclude (6) by 
discussing some further questions that emerge from the above discussion. 

To be clear: our main aim is not to necessarily convince readers of the truth of the 
enduring senses account. Rather, we want to use this opportunity to explore the thesis – we are 
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, exdurantism, and perdurantism, and, more generally, change in meaning 
over time. 

 
1 An Analogy: Three Accounts of Material Object Persistence 
Our main task is to account for meaning change over time. A useful way to begin addressing this 
challenge is to draw a fruitful analogy between questions about meaning change over time with 
another area concerned with persistence where metaphysicians have made some progress. 

Objects change their properties 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). 
Later, a ship arrives at port, to 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, can persist through change. 

Likewise 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 on 

                                                 
4 For more on some of the puzzles generated by persistence of meanings, see §5.  
 



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. 

Along with the above cases, there are also circumstances when a change is too drastic for 
a material object to survive: sometimes a change results in the loss of a ship, but the gain of a 
wreck and some driftwood, or the loss of a friend, and the gain of a dead body. And there are, of 
course, questions about what the persistence conditions of concrete objects are. These may well 
be difficult to specify, and irredeemably vague. But what matters here is that there appear to be 
at least some cases of material object persistence, and at least some cases where the change is too 
great for the object to persist, and it is replaced. 

Thus it is a datum that object-property shifts happen. And there are various forms this 
shift can take: cases of shift as replacement – when the ship becomes a wreck – as well as cases 
of persistence – when the friend gets a new haircut. Metaphysicians owe us an explanation. That 
is, they need to tell us how, exactly, we should understand the phenomena of material object 
persistence. And any good account of this phenomenon must either make room for or, at 
minimum, explain away the apparent cases of persistence and of replacement. 

Helpfully, metaphysicians have provided a number of accounts of what it is for an object 
to persist through change in properties. One option, suggested by e.g. Quine (1950) and 
Armstrong (1980), 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, a shoe might have a temporal part at time t1 which is polished, and a 
temporal part at time t2 which is scuffed. The shoe persists through change in virtue of having 
parts at different times which have different properties. Note that on this view, it is not the shoe 
which is scuffed, but merely a temporal part of the shoe. There is nothing which was once 
polished and is now scuffed. To talk in such a way is no more than a façon de parler. 

A second option, advanced by e.g. Sider (1997) and Hawley (2001), is exdurantism, which 
holds that what persists are temporal stages. They persist by standing in counterpart relations to 
other stages. On such a view the scuffed shoe-at-t2 has persisted through change in virtue of 
standing in the right causal, historical and similarity relations to a shoe-at-t1 which was polished. 
The shoe is genuinely scuffed, on this view, rather than merely a part of it being scuffed, as the 
perdurantist would have it. Nonetheless, the shoe is not an object that has changed. Strictly 
speaking, the shoe is a momentary object which is related in certain ways to another momentary 
object with different properties. To talk of these two momentary objects as being the same is no 
more than a façon de parler. 

Alternatively, we can adopt endurantism, which holds that, when an object persist from 
time t1 to time t2, it is the numerically same object at t1 and t2, and, if there is any change, it is the 
properties possessed by the object that differ. That is to say that the shoe is the (numerically) 
same shoe that was once polished and is now scuffed, and it was the shoe that was polished and is 
now scuffed, not merely a temporal part of it that was polished and a different temporal part that 
was scuffed.  

Endurantists differ on how exactly to account for this change in the properties had by 
persisting objects – some explain such changes by appealing to tense changes (Zimmerman 
(1998); Markosian (2004)), while others do so by treating possession or instantiation of 
properties being relative to times (Johnston (1987); Haslanger (1989)). But what unites all 
endurantist variants is that, unlike the previous two views, endurantism meets Haslanger’s (2003) 
Proper Subject of Change condition: the change in properties is a genuine change in the thing that 
persists. 
 
2 Three Accounts of Meaning Persistence 
These three accounts of material object persistence have analogues with regards to meaning 
change. 



First, meaning perdurantism claims that meanings persist by having a variety of distinct 
temporal parts, each of which have specific set of unchanging properties. For example, ‘salad’ 
might have as a temporal part an intention i1 at time t1 such that the term only applies to cold, 
mostly leaf based dishes, and a different intention i2 as a temporal part at time t2 which extends 
the range of application to include fruit salad. The meaning of ‘salad’ then persists through 
change in virtue of having parts with different properties at different times. To talk of the 
meaning of the term itself changing its properties – or even of determining what is or is not 
rightly called a salad – is no more than a façon de parler. 

Meanwhile, meaning exdurantism, holds that meanings are in fact extremely short-lived – 
temporal stages, effectively – which ‘persist’ by standing in counterpart relations to other short-
lived meanings. On such a view, the current meaning of ‘salad’ can be said to have persisted 
through change in virtue of standing in the right causal, historical, and similarity relations to the 
old meaning of ‘salad’. And it is the meaning of ‘salad’ itself, rather than a mere part of the 
meaning (as the perdurantist would have it), that fixes what is or is not rightly called a ‘salad’. 
Nonetheless, the meaning itself has not changed: strictly speaking, the current meaning is merely 
momentary, related in certain ways to another merely momentary meaning with different 
properties. To talk of these two momentary meanings as being the same is no more than a façon 
de parler. 

Finally, meaning endurantism says that, when a meaning persists from time t1 to time t2, it is 
the numerically same meaning both times, though the properties possessed by the meaning may 
differ. That is to say that the current meaning of ‘salad’ is the (numerically) same meaning that 
was once exclusive to cold, mostly leafy dishes and is now more inclusive, and it was that very 
meaning that had the property of fixing the earlier, restrict extension of ‘salad’ and now has the 
property of fixing the wider, contemporary extension, not merely one of the meaning’s temporal 
parts.  

Much like with standard endurantists, meaning endurantists can differ on how exactly 
they account for the change in the properties had by persisting meanings. But the key element 
behind meaning enduratism is that, unlike the previous two views, it also meets Haslanger’s 
Proper Subject of Change condition. 

Of course, there are many further questions to be addressed concerning these views. One 
particularly pressing one is, which, if any, of this trio provides the best account of the 
metaphysics of meaning change? To begin addressing this question, it is helpful to first consider 
a view antithetical to all three – that is, the view that meanings never persist through change. We 
will call this view ‘the error-theory of meaning persistence’. 
 
3 Against the error-theory of meaning persistence 
The error-theory of meaning persistence says meanings cannot survive changes in intension; 
every time you have a difference in intension, you have changed the topic. Meanings don’t have 
different intensions at different times, they don’t have counterpart meanings, and they don’t 
change. Or, to put the point another way: there are only cases of meaning replacement, not of 
meaning persistence. What has happened with ‘salad’ is the same as what has happened with 
‘meat’: the old meaning was simply replaced by a new one. 

Many, we suspect, will find the error-theory appealing.5 We do not. In the following, we 
present two arguments against the view. These will not only serve to motivate embracing the 
idea that meaning can persist, but also push us towards adopting a form of meaning 
endurantism. 

The first argument concerns meaningful discussion across paradigms. Often, in science, 
ways of thinking come along that change our way characterizing our subject matter. Kuhn (1962) 
famously discussed these ‘paradigm shifts’, where the whole approach to a particular science 

                                                 
5 Arguably, Frege – who’s account of the nature of meaning we will discuss shortly – held something like this view. 



changes, such that somethings that were was meaningful on an older paradigm are not on the 
new (and vice versa). As is familiar, this raises the problem that every time there is a paradigm 
shift, we are simply not talking about the same things that people in the previous paradigm were.6 
Meaningful trans-paradigm communication is, it seems, impossible. 

But consider ‘fish’. Once, whales were thought to be fish. Eventually, it became 
analytically true that whales aren’t fish, since certain features that fishes have but whales lack 
were built into meaning of ‘fish’. Currently, however, ‘fish’ is not even taken to denote a natural 
kind at all (see Campbell and Dawes 2005). Nonetheless, when we consider a contemporary 
discussion about salmon runs, an 18th century Scottish recipe for smoked pike, and the line, 
‘Now the Lord had prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah’ (Jonah 1: 17, KJV), it is plausible 
to say there has been no change of topic.7 That is, something remains the same, even if exactly 
what the term denotes varies. This is clearest when we recognize that it is possible for us – 
contemporary speakers, operating within a contemporary paradigm – to agree or disagree with 
the fishy claims made by, for example, Gessner in his Historia piscium (1558). 

That we can in fact talk about the same thing across paradigms looks incompatible with 
the error-theory. But buying into meaning persistence allows for us to be talking about the same 
thing as people who understood the world in somewhat different terms to us, and so to agree or 
disagree with their claims. If we have changed the topic of conversation, there’s no sense in 
which we can (dis)agree – we’d simply be talking past each other, about different things.  

The second argument concerns ameliorative change and conceptual engineering. 
Sometimes, it matters for political purposes that meaning can persist through change, and, as 
Capellen (forthcoming) argues, we can manipulate meanings to ‘engineer’ them. Consider 
‘marriage’. In countries that have passed the relevant legislation, there aren't two types of 
marriage – gay marriage and marriage. Rather, 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 LGBTQ community wanted to be part of the institution of 
marriage just as their friends, parents, and so on were.8 There is a desire for gay people to be 
married in just the same sense as people have been married for centuries. The error-theory of 
meaning persistence rules out this ambition. It does not allow there to be a change in meaning 
such that it was analytically ruled out that two men could marry each other to being both 
possible and actual that they marry. 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.  

Both the problem of talking across paradigms, which appeals to scientific explanations, 
and the problem of ameliorative change, which appeals to political campaigning, provide reasons 
to believe in meaning persistence. Consequently, they push us towards adopting one of the three 
views sketched in the previous section. 

But they do more than that. Since both arguments raise problems for the error-theory by 
appealing to sameness of topic at different times, they also motivate an account of persistence that 
says the meaning of e.g. ‘fish’ is the same at different times. And only one of the three theories 
of meaning persistence has it that the meaning is the same through-out: meaning endurantism.  

Consequently, we suggest that, if you are convinced that there really are cases of meaning 
persistence – that is, if you reject the error-theory – then you should accept meaning 
endurantism instead of either meaning perdurantism or exdurantism.  

                                                 
6 On the error-theory of meaning persistence, one needn’t have anything as dramatic as paradigm shift to have this 
result, but it would certainly be sufficient. 
7 We have chosen the King James Bible here, because it was written in English. We have not said anything about 
whether meaning persists across change in language, here, because translation is a tricky philosophical issue in its 
own right, but nothing we say here presupposes meaning cannot persist across translation. 
8 Cf. Harper (2012) 



So, we’ve now got provided some motivation for meaning endurantism, instead of its 
rivals. For only meaning endurantism satisfies the sameness of topic over time, as spelt out in the 
above two arguments, by virtue of accepting that meanings themselves are the proper subject of 
change. However, this raises some challenges. In particular, if meanings can survive change, we 
not only need an account of what meanings are according to which they are the sorts of things 
that can be the proper subjects of change. This is the task of the next section. 

 
4 Enduring Senses 
Famously, Frege (1892; 1918) 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, different senses. 

Frege is clear that senses are neither physical nor psychological objects – rather, they are, 
in some sense, abstract, existing in the ‘third realm’. In this way, the sense of the word 
‘Madagascar’ is distinct from the physical tokens – the utterances – of the word, as well as the 
ideas users of the term have.9 

Senses play a vital role in Frege’s philosophy of language. For example, the sense 
expressed by a term determines its referent (rather than the other way around). It does so by 
virtue of possessing certain ‘reference-fixing’ features; this might be by, for example, encoding 
the content of a definite description that describes the referent.  

Further, according to Frege, the sense of an expression accounts for its cognitive 
significance – it is the way by which one conceives of the denotation/referent of the term. This 
allows Frege to resolve several puzzles where terms co-refer but differ in significance, and serves 
as one of the centre-pieces of his argument for believing in senses. 

Finally, and most directly relevant for present purposes, senses, as opposed to e.g. ideas, 
are public – that is, multiple, distinct individual can grasp the very same sense. The public nature 
of senses means that Frege can provide a straightforward account of same-saying: two 
expressions mean the same thing iff they express the same sense. We take it that this notion of 
same-saying applies both diachronically and synchronically, such that an expression e1 at time 
time t1 means the same as an expression e2 at time t2 iff they both express the same sense. Thus it 
is sameness of sense and not e.g. reference that constitutes sameness of meaning both at and 
across times. 
 This Fregean framework provides the requisite metaphysical underpinnings for 
formulating an endurantist account of meaning change. According to sense endurantism, senses, 
which are the meanings of expressions, can persist through change in their reference-fixing 
properties. That is, it is possible that a single meaning – i.e., a single sense – had a certain set of 
reference fixing properties F1…Fn (and hence had a certain intension/extension), but now the 
very same meaning has a distinct set of reference fixing properties G1…Gn (and hence a distinct 
intension/extension). In this way, a sense endurantist takes senses to be the proper subject of change. 

Accordingly, the sense endurantist can provide a straightforward account of meaning 
persistence cases: cases where the reference fixing properties of a sense change but the sense 
remains (numerically) the same are cases of meaning persistence. The current meaning of ‘salad’ 
is the (numerically) same sense that once determined a reference class of cold, mostly leafy dishes 
and now determines a more inclusive one. So there is preservation of meaning – that is, 

                                                 
9 There is some debate concerning how many senses a given proper name, when its reference is held fixed, has. 
Variantists – e.g. Burge (1979), Noonan, (2001), Forbes (1987) – claim that a given proper name has multiple senses, 
which, details aside, may ‘vary from occasion to occasion as well as from speaker to speaker’ (Marcus 1978: 503). In 
contrast, invariantists like May (2006) and Marcus (1978) say that the sense of a proper name ‘cannot vary from 
speaker to speaker, from utterance to utterance, nor from context to context, and no speaker can associate more 
than one sense with a given proper name’ (May 2006: 112). Here, we take no stand on this debate, as the view that 
we go on to develop is, as far as we can see, compatible with either view. 



preservation of the sense – throughout the change, despite the fact that what counts as a possible 
referent varies.  

And this preservation of the same meaning via it being the same sense over time ensures 
that, even in cases where there has been significant change in intention/extension, there has 
been no change of topic. In this way, a sense endurantist can readily account for talking across 
paradigms. Similarly, sense endurantism is well-placed to explain ameliorative change: what is 
desired in the ‘marriage’ case is that we retain the same sense of ‘marriage’, but change the 
intention and extension of the term. And such an outcome is genuinely possible, given sense 
endurantism! 

Of course, what about replacement cases? The story here is equally straightforward: in 
cases, the relevant term comes to no longer express the original sense, but instead a new, distinct 
sense. Something like this is what happened with ‘meat’, ‘nice’, and the like. And, as before, there 
will be genuine and significant questions about the persistence conditions of sense – a topic we 
will briefly discuss in the next section – which are difficult to specify, and possibly irredeemably 
vague. But it is clear that the enduring sense view leaves plenty of room for cases of meaning 
replacement. 

So, the enduring sense view looks like a natural way to be a meaning endurantist. It 
offers an account of the metaphysics of meanings that allows meanings – that is, senses – to 
serve as the proper subject of change, along with a straightforward account of meaning 
persistence cases and space for (and an explication of) meaning replacement cases. But there are 
a few points that need clarifying. 

For one, sense endurantism cannot adopt the Fregean framework without some 
modification. 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.10 And thoughts 
stood in a tight, compositional relationship to senses: 

 
Compositionality The thought t of a given sentence S is composed of the 

senses s1…sn of the words that compose S, concatenated in 
the same order as the words occur in the sentence 

 
For example, ‘Alice loves Bill’ expresses a thought T1 that is composed of the sense of ‘Alice’, 
‘loves’, and ‘Bill’, concatenated in that specific order.11 

Frege also accepted an immutability of referent thesis: 
 

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

 
An extension of this concerns the immutability of truth: 
 

ImTruth If thought t ever refers to the True or to the False, then it 
always does 

 
As should be clear, ImTruth follows from ImReferent – indeed, it is simply a particular 
application of the former to sentences, rather than mere terms/words. As should also be clear, 
the sense enduranist must reject ImReferent and ImTruth. For the endurantist allows for cases 
where a particular sense presents one referent at time, but then a different referent at a later time 
and, by extension, accepts that there could be a sentence that expresses a particular thought T, 
composed of the senses of the constituent terms, which originally designated a particular truth 
value, which, at a later time, comes to have constituent senses that denote different reference. 

                                                 
10 In this way, sentences are, for Frege, effectively just proper names for the truth-values.  
11 The concatenation is what differentiates this specific thought from the one expressed by ‘Bill loves Alice’. 



Assuming Compositionality, this entails that T does not have its truth value (that is, its referent) 
eternally.12 
 However, it is not clear how problematic it is to abandon these specific commitments of 
Frege. After all, ImReferent (and hence ImTruth) are simply incompatible with the possibility 
of meaning persistence.13 So something had to give. And once we reject these theses, we arrive at 
a lovely picture of meaning change. In this way, we think the ‘cost’ is well worth the benefits. 
 
5 Challenges for enduring senses 
Of course, sense endurantism is only worth the price if it turns out that it does not bring with it a 
host of problems. With that in mind, in this section we explore several challenges to the account. 
To be clear, we do not here resolve all of these challenges – frequently, the best we can do is 
gesture at a solution. But our main point here is not to do so anyway. Instead, we wish to 
highlight the fact that many of the challenges facing sense endurantism are analogues of familiar 
challenges for endurantism about material objects. In this sense, sense endurantism is in good 
company. 
 
5.1  ‘I just don’t understand’ 
 
We imagine that many will, upon being presented with the enduring sense view, profess to 
finding it 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 persists through changes over time while remaining numerically the same sense, or that 
they simply ‘don’t understand’ what kind of thing an enduring sense might be. 

First, it is worth noting that a similar objection is frequently raised against endurantism 
for material objects: non-endurantists say that the idea of an object being ‘wholly present’ at 
every moment it exists is something they simply cannot understand.14 

This objection mis-construes what it takes to understand a philosophical concept (and 
hence what it takes to make such a concept understandable). 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 enduring senses: 
we highlighted some interrelations with other key notions (and a historical foundation), provided 
some example instances, and generally spelt out what the concept is meant to do. That’s 
(arguably) enough to set out a theoretical role. At this point, if the objector refuses to grasp the 
concept we’ve elucidated, then phrases about horses and being led to water come to mind.   

Of course, while the specification of a theoretical role is enough to render a particular 
concept understandable, it is not enough to guarantee that the concept accurately describes the 
world. That is, no matter how richly spelt out the theoretical role is, a “concept may nevertheless 
fail to refer to anything. But that is 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,” as Sider (2011: 10) observes. But the objection concerns comprehensibility, not 
whether the view is correct. 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. Should 
that prove sufficient, sometimes you just have to drown the horse. 

                                                 
12 This looks like a rejection of ‘temporalism’; the view that “at least some sentences of English express propositions 
which can change truth value over time” for reasons not to do with the presence of indexicals or demonstratives. 
Richard (1981:1) Zimmerman (1998), Brogaard (2012) and others in philosophy of time accept temporalism 
independently. There may be ways to accept endurantism (and so reject ImTruth), without accepting temporalism. 
One could e.g. 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 suggest the meaning endurantist exploits parallels of these for senses should they so wish. 
13 This is why we earlier suggested (see fn5) that Frege would likely accept the error-theory. 
14 See e.g. Hofweber and Velleman (2011) 



 
5.2 Changing abstracta 
 
According to Frege, senses are denizens of the ‘third realm’, which included other abstracta. 
And, of course, abstracta are typically thought to be eternal and unchanging, at least with regards 
to their (intrinsic) properties over time.However, the sense endurantist holds that senses do 
change their intrinsic properties over time. So, it seems there’s a problem. 

Thankfully, addressing this worry is fairly easy: there is no reason to think that all abstracta 
are unchanging. For example, Thomasson (1999) contends that fictional characters are created 
abstracta that can change some of their intrinsic features, while Walters (2013) argues the same 
for repeatable artworks. So abstracta might be a rather diverse lot, such that some – e.g. pure sets 
– are intrinsically fixed, while others – e.g. senses, fictional characters – can vary over time. 
 
5.3 Atoms, Particles, and Ships 
 
Another worry one might have with the enduring senses picture concerns cases where a sense 
formerly had a certain intension/extension, but has undergone enough changes so as to, as a 
matter of analyticity, no longer include any of the original cases. 
 For example, in past times, it was analytically true that atoms were indivisible.15 Now, to 
count as an atom, something must be made up of hadrons and leptons. Further, these seems to 
be a new term – ‘fundamental particle’ – that, intuitively, means the same as what older usage of 
‘atom’ did. But, given that there is this new term, why identify the sense of ‘atom’ as it was 
originally used with the sense of the term in currency today, rather than with the sense of 
‘fundamental particle’?   

This problem is highly reminiscent of the paradox of material constitution, colloquially 
known as the Ship of Theseus puzzle: Theseus builds a ship, replaces all the parts, and then the 
original parts get built into a distinct ship.16 Which of the two (if either) is Theseus’ ship? 
Defenders of endurance have a headstart in dealing with such questions, and it seems plausible 
that the sorts of solutions that work for material objects (if any) will work here.  

Further, as Rea (1995) argues, the Ship of Theseus is an instance of a more general set of 
worries about changes in something that persists. And there is something deeply mysterious 
about change, whether it be of material objects or of meanings/senses. But weird doesn’t mean 
impossible! 

Finally, there are resources available to make some headway on this worry. Two-
Dimensional semantics, as elaborated by Chalmers (2006), allows us to make sense of the respect 
in which a historic personage is mistakenly talking about the same topic as us, and the respect in 
which they meant something different. Chalmers, who explicitly acknowledges his indebtedness 
to Frege in this area, defends the idea that there are two ways of interpreting someone speaking 
in a different context than us. We can either interpret them as speaking in a context of 
assessment centered on this time or centered on their time.17 In other words, if we assess someone 
asking Dalton a question about atoms in Manchester, October 1803, we can assess the question 
according to the sense the word has, by centring on now, or we can assess the question 
according to the (numerically identical) sense of the word as it used to be in 1803, by centering 
on 1803. If we centre on now, we preserve sameness of topic – we and they are talking about the 
same thing! – but they are confused or ill-informed. Meanwhile, if we centre on 1803, we treat 
them as not as past users of our language, but as users of a different language. This is a temporal 
analogue of the distinction between considering statements by some denizens of a different 

                                                 
15 See, e.g. Dalton (1805) 
16 See e.g. Rea (1995) for a discussion of this problem, and related puzzles of material composition. 
17 The standard account looks at different worlds of assessment, but different times can be treated as different 
worlds; see Briggs and Forbes (2012) for a recent account that does exactly this. 



possible world as counterfactual, versus as actual, respectively. This allows a method of 
interpretation according to which we can make sense of some of the things that were said at that 
meeting in 1803 as being thought to be conceptual truths (when the context of assessment is 
centered on 1803) but not as in fact being conceptual truths (when the context of assessment is 
centred now). 
 
5.4 Fission, Budding, Convergence, and Fusion 
 
There are several other puzzles of identity for material objects that also arise once we allow 
enduring senses.  

First are fission cases, where we start off with one thing, and end up with two things (i.e. 
two ‘fissies’),18 both of which have claim to being numerically identical to the first thing, though 
are not with each other. It isn’t hard to imagine a fission scenario for enduring senses: a 
particular word originally expresses a single sense, but, through a series of socio-linguistic events, 
comes to express multiple, distinct senses (in fact, this seems to happen quite regularly, with e.g. 
cases of polysemy). 

Related to fission cases are cases of budding. These are familiar ways of getting two 
organisms from one in biology, with sea anemone, strawberry plants and hydra (Kingma 
forthcoming), and new meanings also seem to bud from other meanings.  One example here is 
‘chef’: one sense of this word concerns being a chief, another being a skilled preparer of food. 
Previously, the chef in a kitchen was so called because they were in charge (and French). But it is 
now the case that one can be a chef in the sense of being a skilled preparer of food without 
being anything like a chief (i.e., lacking any sort of power). So, in this case, it seems there has 
been a change of topic. More specifically, it seems like ‘chef’ in the sense of a chief has persisted 
(in French, at least), while the sense of a skilled preparer of food has budded off. While budding 
is not a common way for human 

Thankfully, neither of these scenarios are more problematic for the sense endurantist 
than they are for any other endurantist: they need only tell the standard story about how a 
particular word comes to express a particular sense, taking these cases as and when they emerge. 
And given that they must have such a story in their back pocket, if only to explain how words 
come to have meaning generally, nothing new or troublesome emerges here. 

Just as we have cases where we get multiple senses where we previously only had one, it 
looks possible to go the other way. Specifically, in convergence cases, 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 and don’t pose any greater 
problem for sense endurantism than for other types of endurantism . 

What are potentially a problem are fusion cases, where two distinct senses change in such 
a way that they become entirely overlapping/indistinguishable. Recall that one of Frege’s original 
motivations for postulating senses was to explain the cognitive difference between identity 
claims of the form ‘Alpha = Alpha’ and ‘Alpha = Beta’; the difference, according to Frege, being 
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 – that is, they came together and 
became a single sense – then ‘Alpha = Beta’ would be cognitively indistinguishable from ‘Alpha 
= Alpha’. But if Frege taught us anything, it is that these two are not cognitively indistinguishable!  
 That said, perhaps there will be ways to work around this issue. For example, sense 
endurantists might argue that this talk of ‘fusion’ is stretching a metaphor too far: while it’s true 
that two distinct senses might gradually shift to the point where they have the same intension 
and extension and hence are indistinguishable, it doesn’t follow that the two are numerically the 

                                                 
18 Pronounced ‘fishies’. 



same. This can be bolstered by noting that the two senses will differ in historical association, 
ensuring that there is at least some aspects with entail the two are numerically distinct. But, 
regardless of whether one thinks this a good or bad response to the problem, it is worth noting 
that this ‘problem’ perfectly parallels one that emerges for endurantism against material objects. 
 
5.5 Perjoration & Amelioration 
 
The final issue we’d like to discuss is slightly different. So far, we have discussed cases where it 
has been straightforward that the sense of a word has changed, because of a change in meaning, 
roughly understood as semantic content. But linguists are also interested in cases of perjoration and 
amelioration, where attitudes towards words change, either becoming more negative, or more 
positive.19 Relatedly, there is significant debate in the metaethics literature about to what extent 
pejorative terms have some moral or aesthetic opprobrium as part of their semantic content. 
One option here, advocated by Frege (1918: 331) and more recently defended by Blackburn 
(1992) is distinguishing between the semantic content of the word and the tone in which it is 
expressed. Blackburn considers the example of ‘fat’, where this can be said with a positive tone 
or a negative one. This may involve a change in the way the term is used, without a 
corresponding change in sense: 
 

 

In other words, it is quite compatible with the attitude being carried by the tone that 
it then plays a role in determining the extension and in ruling out of the extension 
things which, for quite different reasons, escape the attitude. Where the word carries 
a tone, just as much as when it has a derogatory meaning, the tone may drive our 
propensity to apply or withhold. (Blackburn 1992: 314) 

 
The examples that we have used have been deliberately chosen to avoid this issue, not because 
we think it uninteresting, but because Blackburn’s method of dealing with them makes them less 
clear cases of persistence through change in the sense. There are interesting questions to be 
explored about whether the evaluation should be considered part of the sense of a word or 
sentence, and if so, how this affects the persistence of senses. We will not take a view on the 
answers to these questions here however. 
6 Conclusions 
We started off with a datum: meanings change over time. This datum was quickly complicated by 
the fact that there are at least two sorts of meaning change that interested us: meaning 
replacement (e.g. ‘meat’) and meaning persistence (e.g. ‘salad’). Any good account of meaning 
change needs to find room for both. Building off of an analogy with accounts given by 
metaphysicians concerning the persistence of material objects, we then sketched three broad 
ways of understanding meaning change: meaning perdurance, meaning exdurance, and meaning 
endurance. Attempting a way to adjudicate between this trio, we offered two arguments against 
an ‘error-theory’ view, according to which meaning persistence is impossible, arguments which, 
as it turned out, required that meanings are the proper subject of change. Consequently, they 
provided use with reasons for favouring meaning endurance. 

But this raised a new challenge: if, as meaning endurance claims, meanings can survive 
change, then just what are meanings? To settle this question, taking a line from Frege, we 
developed the sense endurantist view, according to which Fregean sense, understood as being 
capable of surviving change of their reference fixing properties, were the meanings of 
expressions. Are developing this view, we then proceeded to briefly discuss some problems 
facing the account.   

                                                 
19 Cf. McMahon, (1994:179) 



As should be clear, we have not solved all these problems for sense endurantism. But 
doing so was not our aim. Rather, we set out to show that senses can be treated as enduring. And 
the fact that many of the puzzles facing enduring senses plausibly also arise for 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.20 
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