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Abstract
The particular behavior exhibited by sentences featuring predicates of personal 
taste such as “tasty” may drive us to claim that their truth depends on the context of 
assessment, as MacFarlane does. MacFarlane considers two ways in which the truth 
of a sentence can depend on the context of assessment. On the one hand, we can say 
that the sentence expresses a proposition whose truth-value depends on the context 
of assessment. This is MacFarlane’s position, which he calls “truth relativism” and, 
following Weatherson, I rebrand as “nonindexical relativism”. On the other hand, 
we can say that what proposition a sentence expresses depends on the context of 
assessment. MacFarlane calls this position “content relativism” and rejects it on the 
grounds that it leads to implausible readings of certain sentences and is unable to 
account for the speaker’s authority over the content of her assertions. In this paper, 
I too argue against content relativism, which, again following Weatherson, I rebrand 
as “indexical relativism”. However, my arguments against the theory are different 
from MacFarlane’s, which I prove unsound. In particular, I show that any version of 
indexical relativism will be unable to account for at least one of the phenomena that 
have been standardly used to motivate nonindexical relativism—faultless disagree-
ment and retraction—in most of the ways in which it has been proposed to under-
stand them.

Keywords  Predicates of personal taste · Relativism · Indexical relativism · Faultless 
disagreement · Retraction

1  Introduction

The particular behavior exhibited by sentences featuring predicates of personal 
taste such as “tasty” may drive us to claim that their truth depends on the context of 
assessment, as MacFarlane (2014) does. If this were so, a sentence such as
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(1)	 Licorice is tasty.

as used at context c and assessed from context c’, would only be true or false with 
respect to a personal taste standard that is not determined by c, but by c’. Mac-
Farlane considers two ways in which the truth of a sentence can depend on the 
context of assessment (MacFarlane 2014, pp. 72–76). On the one hand, we can 
say that the sentence expresses a proposition whose truth-value depends on the 
context of assessment. This is MacFarlane’s position, which he calls “truth rela-
tivism” and, following Weatherson (2009), I will rebrand as “nonindexical rela-
tivism”. On the other hand, we can say that what proposition a sentence expresses 
depends on the context of assessment. MacFarlane calls this position “content 
relativism” and rejects it on two grounds. First, he takes it to lead to implausible 
readings of sentences like

(2)	 I asserted that licorice is pleasing to my tastes.

according to which, by using such sentences, the speaker is saying that  she 
asserted that licorice is pleasing to the assessor’s tastes. He concedes that we can 
overcome this obstacle if we combine content relativism for (1) with truth relativ-
ism for (2), but claims that it is more parsimonious to apply the latter across the 
board. Second, MacFarlane considers content relativism unable to account for the 
speaker’s authority over the content of her assertions, as she would have no right 
to deny that it is a particular assessor’s tastes that she is talking about. In this 
paper, I too argue against content relativism, which, again following Weatherson, 
I rebrand as “indexical relativism”. However, my arguments against the theory 
are different from MacFarlane’s, which I find unsound. In particular, I show that 
any version of indexical relativism will be unable to account for at least one of 
the phenomena that have been standardly used to motivate nonindexical relativ-
ism—faultless disagreement and retraction—in most of the ways in which it has 
been proposed to understand them.

I carry out the aim of this paper in two steps. First, I explore what embracing 
indexical relativism commits us to, and do so by comparing it with other theo-
ries to which it looks superficially similar. This classificatory work will be useful 
inasmuch as it serves to convince us that we do not need indexical relativism, 
but much more prosaic views, to make sense of what seem to be pervasive phe-
nomena involving indexicals. Second, I show that MacFarlane’s arguments are 
not sound and offer alternative arguments based on indexical relativism’s inabil-
ity to account for most construals of faultless disagreement and retraction. My 
point is that MacFarlane’s arguments are only effective against a particular ver-
sion of the target theory, but not against indexical relativism in general. I use 
Cappelen’s (2008a, 2008b) and Weatherson’s (2009) views about certain kinds 
of imperatives and indicative conditionals respectively as examples of actual pro-
posals that I think can be deemed varieties of indexical relativism but neverthe-
less survive MacFarlane’s arguments against the corresponding approach to pred-
icates of personal taste. In consequence, I suggest to develop indexical relativism 
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about predicates of personal taste along the lines of Cappelen’s and Weatherson’s 
approaches. Even Cappelen’s and Weatherson’s proposals, though, find trouble 
when trying to accommodate faultless disagreement in most of its construals, and 
Weatherson’s finds trouble with retraction too.

The structure of this paper is as follows. In section 2, I introduce both nonindexi-
cal and indexical relativism, briefly state my reasons for choosing this nomenclature, 
and contrast indexical relativism with a number of alternatives with which it might 
be confused in order to arrive at an accurate definition. In section 3, I present and 
discuss MacFarlane’s arguments against indexical relativism. In section 4, finally, I 
argue that, even if MacFarlane’s arguments are not sound, indexical relativism has 
the problems with faultless disagreement and retraction advanced above.

2 � Indexical Relativism

Indexical relativism is best understood in contrast with the most widespread version 
of relativism, i.e., nonindexical relativism. In this section, I introduce both theories, 
which MacFarlane calls “content relativism” and “truth relativism” respectively, 
make some remarks about my preference for the “indexical”/“nonindexical” nomen-
clature, and offer a definition of indexical relativism that leaves out other views with 
which the theory might be confused.

MacFarlane takes the relativization of sentential truth to contexts of assessment 
to be the essential feature that any relativist view must be able to implement (Mac-
Farlane 2014, pp. 64–65). For instance, the truth-value of the sentence

(1)	 Licorice is tasty.

as used at context c and assessed from context c’, has to depend on c’ if our theory 
is to qualify as a variety of relativism. MacFarlane in particular obtains this result 
by postulating that (1) expresses at c a proposition whose truth-value is relative to 
c’ (MacFarlane 2014, pp. 90–92) and calls the theory that features this commitment 
“truth relativism”. This is the theory that he defends. However, relativizing prop-
ositional truth-value to contexts of assessment is not the only possible move that 
has the relativization of sentential truth-value to contexts of assessment as its result. 
As MacFarlane himself acknowledges, we can get to the same place by relativiz-
ing what proposition is expressed by a given sentence to the context of assessment 
(MacFarlane 2014, p. 73; see also Percival 1994, pp. 192–193 for a similar point). 
If we do so, what proposition (1) expresses will depend on c’. Since the truth-value 
of (1) will depend on the proposition it expresses, it will depend on c’, as required 
from a relativist view. MacFarlane calls the theory that we obtain when we relativize 
the proposition expressed to contexts of assessment “content relativism” (for uses of 
this label in arguably the same sense, see Egan, Hawthorne & Weatherson 2005, p. 
154; Cappelen 2008a, p. 266; 2008b, pp. 23–24; Egan 2009, p. 274; 2011, p. 226; 
López de Sa 2011, p. 154). It is to this theory that this paper is devoted.



	 Philosophia

1 3

As Weatherson (2009, pp. 341–342) does, I suggest to replace the labels “truth 
relativism” and “content relativism” with “nonindexical relativism” and “indexical 
relativism” respectively,1 drawing on MacFarlane’s own use of the labels “nonindex-
ical contextualism” and “indexical contextualism”. Indexical contextualism is the 
theory according to which what proposition (1) expresses depends on c, and nonin-
dexical contextualism is the theory according to which (1) expresses at c a proposi-
tion whose truth-value is relative to c (MacFarlane 2014, pp. 88–90). Note that the 
context of assessment plays in content relativism the exact same role that the context 
of use plays in indexical contextualism, as well as the exact same role in truth rela-
tivism that the context of use plays in nonindexical contextualism. I think this makes 
my terminological suggestion reasonable, and I also share Weatherson’s interest in 
having a “compositional naming scheme” (Weatherson 2009, p. 341). The words 
“contextualism” and “relativism” make reference to what context is the relevant one, 
while the words “indexical” and “nonindexical” make reference to the role it plays.

As MacFarlane notes, it is not possible to talk of “the context of assessment” in 
the same sense in which we talk of “the context of use”, for there is a potentially 
infinite number of contexts from which we might assess the proposition expressed 
by a single utterance (MacFarlane 2014, pp. 61–62) or, in this case, what proposi-
tion has been expressed. The consequence, as Field notes, is that in relativism we 
can find utterances that cannot be said to be accurate or not (Field 2009, p. 273). In 
indexical relativism, in particular, this happens when what proposition is expressed 
does not depend on the context of use, but on the context of assessment.

This is a first, tentative definition of indexical relativism that might be taken to 
encapsulate the idea that the context of assessment plays a role in the determination 
of the proposition expressed:

Indexical relativism1: A theory is a variety of indexical relativism iff, accord-
ing to it, the pair composed of the sentence and the context of use does not 
uniquely determine a proposition.

However, this definition is not adequate. If embracing indexical relativism amounted 
to thinking that sentences and contexts of use do not uniquely determine proposi-
tions, it would be equivalent to much more plausible theories that can be found in the 
market. We will thus need to revise our definition of indexical relativism accordingly.

The first theory from which indexical relativism should be distinguished is what 
MacFarlane calls “content pluralism”, i.e., the view that a single utterance can 
express several propositions at the same time (MacFarlane 2014, p. 74).2 MacFar-
lane illustrates this view with the case of a marine drill sergeant who says to one 
hundred assembled recruits:

(3)	 If your mother knew the pain I am going to put you through, she would never 
have let you enlist.

2  Following Cappelen and Lepore (1997, 2003, 2004), Cappelen calls this view “speech act pluralism” 
(Cappelen 2008b, pp. 33–34).

1  Besides “indexical relativism” and “content relativism”, the theory to which this paper is devoted has 
also been dubbed “expressive relativism” (MacFarlane 2005, p. 312).
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The sergeant’s utterance expresses a hundred different propositions, but it does 
not depend on each recruit’s context what these propositions are—they can all agree 
about both their number and content. This makes content pluralism relevantly differ-
ent from indexical relativism. Of course, the sergeant example can also be construed 
so as to make the sergeant perform a plurality of utterances at the same time, each of 
them expressing a unique proposition. This would result in the second alternative to 
indexical relativism, which Cappelen calls “utterance pluralism” (Cappelen 2008b, 
pp. 34–35). As Egan (2009, p. 270) notes, the decision between content pluralism 
and utterance pluralism is to some extent terminological, as it follows from both the-
ories that, when the sergeant talks, a plurality of propositions is communicated. The 
contrast between indexical relativism and any of these two theories suggests revising 
the definition of the former so that a single utterance does not uniquely determine 
a set of propositions, where the limiting case is that in which the set consists of a 
single proposition:

Indexical relativism2: A theory is a variety of indexical relativism iff, accord-
ing to it, the pair composed of the sentence and the context of use does not 
uniquely determine a set of propositions.

If we follow MacFarlane, the third kind of proposals from which indexical relativ-
ism should be distinguished are those that bifurcate context (MacFarlane 2014, p. 
62, n. 24).3 This move has been suggested as a way of making sense of the contents 
of two different kinds of utterances. Consider, first, an utterance of

(4)	 I am not here now.

recorded by an answering machine. In cases like this, speakers intend their utter-
ances to be assigned a content relative to both the context of use, which as usual 
determines the reference of “I” and “here”, and a context of interpretation, which 
determines the reference of “now” (Predelli 1996, 1998a, 1998b). Second, we can 
also introduce the context of thought as the one relative to which content should be 
assigned to sentences in the historical present, such as

(5)	 Fifty-eight years ago to this day, on 22 January 1944, just as the Americans are 
about to invade Europe, the Germans attack Vercors. (Schlenker 2004)

Both in the answering machine case and in that in the historical present, MacFar-
lane claims, there is a context that is fixed by the speaker’s intentions. This seems 
indeed to be the case when we use sentences in the historical present. What makes 
indexical relativism what it is, according to the definition we are working with 
now, is that it refuses to assign sets of propositions to utterances once and forever. 
Utterances of sentences in the historical present such as (5) are assigned a proposi-
tion once and forever, viz. the one containing the historical time. Thus, indexical 

3  In fact, MacFarlane’s discussion of these proposals contrasts them with nonindexical relativism. How-
ever, the same features he highlights distinguish these views from indexical relativism.
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relativism can be effectively distinguished from proposals that involve a context of 
thought.

But this is not so straightforward when it comes to answering machine cases. 
When recording a message, the speaker may have in mind a context of interpre-
tation, but this is not what fixes the content of the utterance. If the utterance we 
are taking into account is the original one, then it does not determine a unique set 
of propositions, and we are thus facing a variety of indexical relativism as we are 
understanding it now. The idea that speakers can have a notion as to what contexts 
count as legitimate is not incompatible with indexical relativism. To see this, con-
sider how Cappelen’s brand of indexical relativism, which will be discussed in the 
next section, includes the notion of a range of admissible contexts of assessment 
(Cappelen 2008b, p. 26). However, the fact that indexical relativism is compatible 
with the speaker’s having any particular context or range of contexts in mind does 
not mean that answering machine cases have to be accounted for in an indexical 
relativist way, as they are also susceptible of being treated as cases in which an utter-
ance bomb has been planted (Egan 2009, pp. 257–259). Each time the answering 
machine plays the recorded message, we could say, a new utterance takes place; and 
each of these utterances expresses a unique proposition. These utterances share the 
speaker —the person who recorded the message—4 and the location —wherever the 
answering machine is—, but not the time of utterance. Although “I” refers  every 
time to the person who recorded the message and “here” always refers to the place 
where the answering machine is located, thus, the reference of “now” changes from 
replaying to replaying. Understanding answering machine cases as cases in which 
an utterance bomb has been planted does not require indexical relativism, as doing 
so does not involve any kind of relativization to contexts of assessment. In fact, we 
do not even need utterance pluralism to implement an account in terms of utterance 
bombs. Any traditional theory according to which pairs of sentences and contexts of 
use uniquely determine propositions will do.5

Once we have shown our definition to exclude proposals involving utterance 
bombs, it is tempting to see the difference between indexical relativism and content/
utterance pluralism as one as to the cardinality of the set of possible contexts of 
assessment. In content/utterance pluralism, there is a definite number of such con-
texts—there will be as many of them as recruits are listening to the sergeant say (3) 
“If your mother knew the pain I am going to put you through, she would never have 
let you enlist”, for instance. In indexical relativism, by contrast, the number of pos-
sible contexts of assessment is indefinite:

4  Egan (2009, p. 257) takes the answering machine to be the speaker in cases like these, but this seems 
wildly implausible: if it were, utterances of “I am here now” would always be false, for the answering 
machine is there every time the message is played. Sidelle’s (1991) view about deferred utterances, 
which is akin to Egan’s in all respects except this, seems preferable to me in this regard.
5  A possible worry is that this overgeneralizes, so that every case that might be treated in indexical rela-
tivist terms can be understood as one in which an utterance bomb has been planted. But, while it is plau-
sible to think that a new utterance takes place each time the answering machine replays the message, it is 
far less natural to think that the same thing happens, for instance, each time someone wonders whether 
(1) “Licorice is tasty” is true or false.
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Indexical relativism3: A theory is a variety of indexical relativism iff, accord-
ing to it, the pair composed of the sentence and the context of use does not 
uniquely determine a definite set of propositions.

But we can have indefinite contexts without indexical relativism. This is what hap-
pens in the fourth alternative to indexical relativism, which stresses the role of what 
Egan calls “audience sensitivity” (Egan 2009, p. 256).6 According to Egan, the con-
tribution made by some uses of context-sensitive vocabulary to the content of the 
sentences in which they occur is sensitive not merely to features of the speaker’s 
situation, but also to features of the situations of particular audience members. For 
instance, the sentence

(6)	 Jesus loves you.

written on a billboard, expresses a different proposition for each person who reads it 
(Egan 2009, pp. 259–261).

One might argue that (6) is too similar to (3) “If your mother knew the pain I 
am going to put you through, she would never have let you enlist” to be an example 
of a different phenomenon, so that what Egan proposes is actually a variety of con-
tent pluralism. To see the difference between the two cases, note that the audience is 
definite in MacFarlane’s example, while it is indefinite in Egan’s. We can know in 
advance who the receptors of the sergeant’s utterance will be, but it is not possible to 
anticipate who will read the billboard. Thus, the content of (6) is not determinate in 
the way in which the one expressed by the sergeant is. However, this does not make 
Egan’s view a variety of indexical relativism, as López de Sa (2011, pp. 113–114) 
argues, for recipient and assessor do not always coincide. This is a good thing, for it 
means that we do not need indexical relativism, which this paper ultimately argues is 
implausible, to make sense of mundane cases like (6). If we take a third-person stance 
and assess an exchange between an utterer and a recipient of (6), we will take it to 
convey the proposition that Jesus loves that person, not that Jesus loves us, and other 
assessors will be likely to agree with us. If we are indexical relativists about “tasty”, 
by contrast, we will take (1) “Licorice is tasty” to express a proposition containing a 
personal taste standard determined by our context, not the recipient’s. Even if, unlike 
in the sergeant’s example, we cannot make a list of the propositions that the billboard 
expresses, assessors do not seem to get into the picture in any of the two cases.

The fact that we can revise our conception of a context of use to include the hearer’s 
features among those that individuate it, as Egan (2009, pp. 273–274) proposes to do, 
suggests that relativizing to hearers is not the same as relativizing to assessors, and this 
allows us to offer a final definition of indexical relativism:

Indexical relativism4: A theory is a variety of indexical relativism iff, accord-
ing to it, the pair composed of the sentence and the context of use, understood as 
including the hearer’s features, does not uniquely determine a set of propositions.

6  Cappelen (2008b, p. 30) calls Egan’s position “content relativism”, but what follows is intended to 
show, drawing on López de Sa’s (2011, pp. 113–114) argument, that such a view does not belong to the 
extension of this label.
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This definition affords us the desired result, as it makes indexical relativism different 
from content/utterance pluralism and views that bifurcate context, postulate utterance 
bombs, or rely on audience sensitivity.

Other views with which indexical relativism could be confused are those that take 
what the content of an utterance is to be a vague issue (see, for instance, Cappelen 
2008a, pp. 267–268; von Fintel and Gillies 2008), those that introduce clouds of propo-
sitions as the contents of certain utterances (see Braun and Sider 2007; Buchanan 2010; 
von Fintel and Gillies 2011), and Perry’s (2001) multipropositionalism (see Clapp and 
Lavalle Terrón 2019, pp. 934–937 for a brief summary of the position). As it stands, 
our definition is already enough to distinguish indexical relativism from these propos-
als. To see the difference between indexical relativism and the first kind of view, con-
sider the fact that, when confronted, we do not stand by our loose descriptions of what 
someone has said but retreat to tighter ones, something that should not be expected if 
indexical relativism underlied our reporting practices (MacFarlane 2014, pp. 74–75). In 
the second place, although no single proposition can be assigned to an utterance in any 
of the views involving clouds of propositions, in all of them there is a set of proposi-
tions that can be assigned, and it is a settled matter what it is. These theories are in this 
sense similar to content pluralism, although there will likely be differences between 
the two kinds of view as to the norms governing assertion and uptake. Finally, a single 
utterance expresses a number of propositions according to multipropositionalism, just 
like indexical relativism claims. However, two assessors can agree about what these 
propositions are, as it was possible for them to do in MacFarlane’s sergeant example. 
Thus, indexical relativism is not like multipropositionalism either.

Note that proposals involving clouds of propositions will be different from index-
ical relativism even if the hearer plays a part in determining the content of the utter-
ance, as she does in King’s (2014) proposal. According to King, the range of val-
ues that the contextually sensitive expression at issue takes will include those that a 
“competent, attentive, reasonable hearer who knows the common ground of the con-
versation at the time of utterance” (King 2014, p. 102) would know the speaker to 
intend. But we do not need to take any particular person other than the speaker into 
account to establish what an ideal hearer would understand. Thus, just like in Braun 
and Sider’s, Buchanan’s, and von Fintel and Gillies’ views, each utterance will fix a 
unique set of propositions.

3 � The Problem with Reports

In this section, I present MacFarlane’s two arguments against indexical relativism. 
At the end of the day, however, MacFarlane’s arguments do not strike me as con-
clusive, as I will explain. I will devote most of the section to the first argument, 
which is that, once we treat “tasty” in an indexical relativist way, we are forced to 
do the same with personal pronouns (and, as we will see, proper names), and these 
clearly fall outside of the theory’s scope. My response to this argument will be that 
indexical relativism about personal pronouns (and proper names) only follows from 
the corresponding theory about “tasty” if we understand synonymity as identity of 
content. If the indexical relativist understands it as identity of character instead, as 
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I think she should do, she will be able to apply the theory to “tasty” without being 
forced to apply it to the problematic cases as well. My (briefer) response to Mac-
Farlane’s second argument, which is that the indexical relativist denies speakers 
authority as to the content of their assertions, will be parasitic on my response to 
the first. Once she understands synonymity as identity of character, the indexical 
relativist will be able to attribute authority to speakers in exactly the same cases as 
MacFarlane.

MacFarlane’s (2014, p. 73) first argument to the effect that indexical relativism is 
implausible when it comes to explaining how sentences containing “tasty” work is 
the following. Remember (1):

(1)	 Licorice is tasty.

Let us suppose that Yum utters (1), which is true according to her standard of per-
sonal taste and false according to Yuk’s. MacFarlane considers two possible expla-
nations for this. One is that the proposition expressed by Yum is true relative to 
her standard and false according to Yuk’s. This is what the nonindexical relativist 
would say. The other explanation is that, from her perspective, Yum has expressed 
the proposition that licorice is pleasing to her tastes, while, from Yuk’s perspective, 
Yum has expressed the proposition that licorice is pleasing to Yuk’s tastes. But let us 
suppose that Yum now says

(2)	 I asserted that licorice is pleasing to my tastes.

If we are indexical relativists about “tasty”, MacFarlane says, this will again be 
true according to Yum’s standard, false according to Yuk’s. After all, only from 
Yum’s perspective was the proposition expressed that licorice is pleasing to Yum’s 
tastes. But now, the indexical relativist explanation seems highly implausible. For, if 
it were true, it would imply that, from Yuk’s perspective, Yum would have expressed 
the proposition that she had asserted that licorice is pleasing to Yuk’s tastes, which 
is simply not how “my” works, regardless of how “tasty” could work—by uttering 
(2), Yum is talking about Yum’s tastes, not about Yuk’s. Thus, MacFarlane says, “(i)
t is difficult to make sense of (indexical) relativism without countenancing (nonin-
dexical) relativism as well” (MacFarlane 2014, p. 73). That is, one could of course 
explain (1) in an indexical relativist way and (2) in a nonindexical relativist way, 
but why then not become a nonindexical relativist from the beginning?7 A possible 

7  MacFarlane’s argument may remind us of an objection to indexical relativism about epistemic modals 
posed by Egan, Hawthorne and Weatherson (2005). They claim that indexical relativism renders implau-
sible readings of sentences containing epistemic modals embedded under the scope of a belief operator, 
such as “Moriarty believes that Holmes might be in Paris”. In particular, this sentence is predicted to 
express the proposition that Moriarty believes that, as far as the assessor knows, Holmes is in Paris; 
however, this conflicts with our pretheoretical intuitions (Egan, Hawthorne and Weatherson 2005, p. 155; 
for a reply, see Weatherson 2009, p. 350). In a sense, MacFarlane’s argument against indexical relativism 
about “tasty” points toward the same direction as Egan, Hawthorne and Weatherson’s—indexical relativ-
ism about reports, whether attitude or speech reports, delivers weird results.
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answer is that, while (1) includes the word “tasty”, (2) does not, and it is the occur-
rence of this word that makes a sentence suitable for an indexical relativist treat-
ment. But (2) can be easily paraphrased as

(7)	 I asserted that licorice is tasty to me.

If we do so, MacFarlane should take indexical relativism to predict that 
(7), as used by Yum and assessed by Yuk, expresses the proposition that 
Yum asserted that licorice is tasty to Yuk, which is simply not how “me” 
works. And now, if the indexical relativist wants her proposal to apply 
to (1) and not to (7), she has to postulate a distinction between uses of 
“tasty” that seems unwarranted. Because now there does seem to be no rel-
evant difference between (1) and (7), not beyond the fact that, in the latter, 
“tasty” appears embedded under “I asserted that”; and semantic innocence 
(see Davidson 1968; Pietroski 1996) requires us not to assign different 
meanings in cases like this. In what follows, I proceed as if MacFarlane’s 
argument made use of (7) rather than (2). My argument, of course, can be 
reproduced for (2) too.

MacFarlane’s seems a knock-down argument, but I think it relies on a contentious 
assumption. It takes the indexical relativist to make (1) “Licorice is tasty” synony-
mous with

(8)	 Licorice is pleasing to my tastes.

or, if we choose to base the argument on (7) “I asserted that licorice is tasty to me” 
instead of (2) “I asserted that licorice is pleasing to my tastes”, with

(9)	 Licorice is tasty to me.

Given this, MacFarlane’s argument can be reconstructed as follows. Consider

	(10)	 I asserted that licorice is tasty.

If (1) and (9) are synonymous, as MacFarlane takes the indexical relativist to 
assume, (7) will be true whenever (10) is true, and false whenever (10) is false. 
Thus, (7) will be true as assessed from Yum’s context, because (10) is—relative to 
that context of assessment, (10) expresses the proposition that Yum asserted that 
licorice is tasty to Yum, and this is true. But (7) will also be false as assessed from 
Yuk’s context, since, relative to that context, (10) expresses the proposition that 
Yum asserted that licorice is tasty to Yuk, which is false. So (7) is assessment-sensi-
tive. If we use indexical relativism to explain this, we will have to postulate a strange 
behavior for “me”. If we turn to nonindexical relativism instead, why not do so for 
(1) as well?

However, (1) “Licorice is tasty” and (9) “Licorice is tasty to me” are syn-
onymous only if we keep Yum’s context fixed as the context of assessment. 
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Relative to this context, (1) and (9) express the same proposition—the proposi-
tion that licorice is tasty relative to Yum’s personal taste standard. This will 
happen, in general, whenever the context of assessment coincides with the con-
text of use. But (1) and (9) will not express the same proposition if this is not 
the case. Take, for instance, the case in which Yum utters (1) and Yuk assesses 
this utterance. Here, the context of use is Yum’s, while the context of assess-
ment is Yuk’s. In this case, the proposition expressed will be that licorice is 
tasty relative to Yuk’s standard. But if Yum’s utterance is one of (9), again as 
assessed by Yuk, the proposition expressed will now be that licorice is tasty 
relative to Yum’s standard. Synonymity with respect to a particular context of 
assessment is not strict synonymity, and we need the latter to hold between 
(1) and (9) if we want Yum to speak truly when she utters (7) “I asserted that 
licorice is tasty to me” in reference to her previous assertion of (1).

To see this, note that we require two sentences to express the same proposition at 
each context of use to declare them synonymous. Suppose Yum utters

	(11)	 I ate too much licorice.

and consider an utterance, also of Yum’s, of

	(12)	 Yum ate too much licorice.

(11) and (12) are not synonymous because, although they express the 
same proposition at a context in which Yum is the speaker, they would not 
do so if this were not the case. In other words, we need identity of charac-
ter, rather than identity of content, to talk about synonymity (see Kaplan 
1977/1989, p. 533).

In fact, I think that the requisite is for (11) and (12) to be synonymous is 
for them to express the same proposition with respect to each possible pair 
of context of use and context of assessment; however, since none of them is 
sensitive to the latter, the reason they are not synonymous is simply that they 
express different propositions at least at some contexts of use. The requisite 
for (1) “Licorice is tasty” and (9) “Licorice is tasty to me” to be synonymous 
would be the same. (1), however, is sensitive to the context of assessment, so 
it would be synonymous with (9) only if the latter were sensitive to the context 
of assessment in the same way. But this is not the case. Thus, (1) and (9) are 
not synonymous.

Moreover, note the following. Suppose that, as assessed from Yuk’s con-
text, Yum’s utterance of “me” in (7) “I asserted that licorice is tasty to me” 
indeed refers to Yuk, and consider the reference of “I” in the same sentence. 
It could either refer to Yum or refer to Yuk. If “I” referred to Yum, the 
referent of “I” would be different from that of “me”, which is weird. If “I” 
referred to Yuk instead, it would have the same referent as “me”, but things 
would be even weirder. Regardless of how tolerant one wanted to be as to 
the standard involved in (7), it would be absurd to claim that Yum can use 



	 Philosophia

1 3

this sentence to say that Yuk asserted something.8 Of course, “I” refers to 
Yum, but this yields no weird results, for, as shown above, “me” refers to 
Yum too.

If (1) “Licorice is tasty” is not synonymous with (9) “Licorice is tasty to me”, as I 
claim, Yum will not have spoken truly when she utters (7) “I asserted that licorice is 
tasty to me”, regardless of the context of assessment, if the utterance she is referring 
to is one of (1). For, in uttering (1), it was only relative to Yum’s context of assess-
ment that she was asserting that licorice is tasty to her. Relative to other contexts of 
assessment, she was asserting other propositions. For (7) to be true at a particular 
context of assessment, (1) and (9) have to be synonymous at all contexts of assess-
ment, not only at that one. This is what it would mean for (9) to be a good transla-
tion of (1). For (7) to be true, therefore, Yum’s utterance of (1) would have to have 
expressed, relative to each context of assessment that we might consider, the propo-
sition that licorice is tasty to Yum. Since there are contexts of assessment, such as 
Yuk’s, relative to which this is not the case, (7) is false. We thus do not have the 
problem of explaining how (7) can be true relative to some contexts of assessment 
and false relative to others, because it is false all across the board. MacFarlane’s 
dilemma does not have the chance to arise.

For the same reason, all of the following sentences, as uttered by Yum, are false 
from every context of assessment:

	(13)	 I asserted that licorice is pleasing to your tastes.
	(14)	 I asserted that licorice is tasty relative to Yum’s standard.
	(15)	 I asserted that licorice is tasty relative to Yuk’s standard.

To see this, note that none of

	(16)	 Licorice is pleasing to your tastes.
	(17)	 Licorice is tasty relative to Yum’s standard.
	(18)	 Licorice is tasty relative to Yuk’s standard.9

is synonymous with (1) “Licorice is tasty”. (1) is assessment-sensitive, while 
(16–18) are not. This blocks the possibility that MacFarlane’s argument is repli-
cated, for instance, by taking (14) to be the content of Yum’s assertion of (10) “I 
asserted that licorice is tasty”. One cannot say that (14), as uttered by Yum, is true 
from her context of assessment but false from Yuk’s, so either “Yum” means Yuk 
as assessed from Yuk’s context or we better explain the divergence in truth-value 
in a nonindexical relativist way. One cannot say this because there is no divergence 
in truth-value—(14), as uttered by Yum, is false both from Yum’s context and from 
Yuk’s.

The idea that indexical relativism does not take assessment-sensitive sentences 
to be synonymous with sentences featuring personal pronouns (or proper names) 

8  Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for Philosophia for suggesting this objection to me.
9  Thanks to the reviewer for Philosophia mentioned in the previous footnote for making me consider 
these candidate translations of (1) “Licorice is tasty” as well.
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may be clearer for cases in which paraphrases without personal pronouns (or proper 
names) are much more natural. Cappelen (2008b), in particular, proposes to embrace 
a form of indexical relativism for predicates used in certain kinds of imperatives. 
Consider, for instance, the instruction

	(19)	 If a dangerous object is found in carry-on luggage, immediately contact a secu-
rity officer. (Cappelen 2008b, p. 30)

Cappelen claims that the utterer of (19) should intend the extension of “danger-
ous” to vary from one interpreter to another, where the range of admissible interpret-
ers is restricted to those in a condition to carry out the instruction. Or consider laws, 
which, according to a mainstream view in legal theory, are intended by those who 
write them to have varying interpretation over time. Here, the range of admissible 
interpreters is restricted to those who stand sufficiently high in the judicial hierarchy. 
Both in the case of instructions and in the case of laws, speakers cannot anticipate 
the content of their utterances with respect to an arbitrary admitted context of inter-
pretation10 (Cappelen 2008b, pp. 30–31). Cappelen’s context of interpretation can 
be assimilated to MacFarlane’s context of assessment, inasmuch as a single utter-
ance, understood as determining the hearer as well, does not determine a fixed set of 
propositions in Cappelen’s view. Thus, Cappelen’s proposal can be read as a variety 
of indexical relativism.

MacFarlane could try to replicate his argument for (19), as follows. Alice and 
Beth work together at an airport’s security control. After seeing something suspi-
cious on the screen, they open a passenger’s carry-on luggage and find a disposable 
razor among her belongings. For Beth, a disposable razor is the kind of thing that 
should be confiscated if found in carry-on luggage, but not the kind of thing that 
warrants contacting a security officer. Alice, for her part, thinks that you never know 
with what intention a passenger tries to sneak a disposable razor in a flight and it is 
never unwise to contact a security officer. After a brief discussion, Alice gives in 
and accepts to just confiscate the razor, even if she still thinks that (19) requires her 
to call security. Thus, (19) has been obeyed from Beth’s perspective and disobeyed 
from Alice’s. Now, suppose that Alice says

	(20)	 The rule says that, if a disposable razor is found in carry-on luggage, we should 
immediately contact a security officer.

This is true from Alice’s perspective, but not from Beth’s—she thinks disposable 
razors do not fall under the extension of “dangerous object”. This might be so because, 
from Alice’s perspective, the extension of “dangerous object” in (19) includes dispos-
able razors, while, from Beth’s perspective, it does not. What is important here is that, 
just like happened in the revised example involving “tasty”, (20) does not include any 
expression whose reference we intuitively take to be fixed by the context of use, like 
“my”. Thus, MacFarlane’s argument cannot be replicated here.

10  Not to be confused with Predelli’s context of interpretation (see section 2).
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A parallel argument can be reconstructed for indicative conditionals, which are 
the kind of sentences for which Weatherson’s (2009) account is intended. According 
to Weatherson, the content of

	(21)	 If p, then q.

is C(p, q, X), where X are the “background” propositions relative to which the condi-
tional is assessed (Weatherson 2009, p. 341). That is, (21) expresses different propo-
sitions depending on the context of assessment, with each of them containing the 
body of propositions relative to which the conditional is assessed. Weatherson uses 
the label “indexical relativism” like I do and characterizes the theory to which it 
applies in terms similar to mine. However, at some points he writes as if the param-
eters determined by the context of assessment were necessarily those of the assessor. 
But the values that a context provides are not necessarily those that figure in the 
index of the context; the personal taste standard determined by the context of assess-
ment, in particular, might not be that of the assessor, but the one that is relevant in 
that context, whether or not the assessor endorses it (see Pérez-Navarro 2021). Still, 
Weatherson’s proposal is such that we need the context of assessment to determine 
what proposition has been expressed; thus, I think it deserves to be called a version 
of indexical relativism.

Given Weatherson’s account of the content of (21),

	(22)	 I asserted that C(p, q, X).

would also express different propositions depending on the context of assessment, 
and the body of propositions would again be determined by the context of assess-
ment. But there is no “my” in (22), so it allows for an indexical relativist treatment.

Let us now briefly turn to MacFarlane’s second argument against indexical rela-
tivism, which is that it “seems to get the phenomena wrong”:

If Yuk were to claim that Yum had asserted that licorice is pleasing to Yuk’s 
tastes, Yum would simply deny this, and ordinarily this denial would be taken 
to be authoritative. (When there is doubt about what speakers have asserted, 
we can ask them to clarify, and barring worries about sincerity, we take them 
at their word.) In support of his claim, Yum could point out that her basis for 
making the assertion was that licorice tasted good to her, and that she was 
aware of the deep differences between her tastes and Yuk’s. So it would have 
been completely irrational for her to assert that licorice is pleasing to Yuk’s 
tastes. (MacFarlane 2014, p. 74)

This argument is reminiscent of Egan, Hawthorne and Weatherson’s (2005, p. 
156) objection to indexical relativism that it is not clear what role it would reserve 
for assertion. In Stalnaker’s theory, the role of an assertion is to add the asserted 
proposition to the common ground (Stalnaker 1978). But what proposition should 
be added if there is no such thing as the asserted proposition? This objection has 
been met by both Cappelen (2008b, p. 35–40) and Weatherson (2009, pp. 343–344). 



1 3

Philosophia	

Whether or not their replies are convincing, I will leave this kind of objection aside 
here. But I want to respond to MacFarlane’s second argument along lines similar to 
the ones along which I have responded to the first. Presumably, MacFarlane consid-
ers the situation in which Yum utters (1) “Licorice is tasty” and Yuk says

	(23)	 You asserted that licorice is pleasing to my tastes.

or, if we choose to translate (1) as (9) “Licorice is tasty to me”,

	(24)	 You asserted that licorice is tasty to me.

For this to be true, (1), as uttered by Yum as assessed by Yuk, would have to be 
the synonymous with (9), as uttered and assessed by Yuk. But we have already seen 
that the indexical relativist does not have to take (1) to be synonymous with (9), as 
(9) is not assessment-sensitive. Thus, it is just not true that, from Yuk’s perspective, 
Yum has asserted that licorice is tasty to Yuk. If this is so, Yuk will take Yum’s 
denial as authoritative, which is the desirable result. As we have seen, however, it 
does not follow from this that Yuk should take Yum’s utterance of (7) “I asserted 
that licorice is tasty to me” as authoritative too, as Yum has only said that licorice is 
tasty—neither that it is tasty to Yuk, nor that it is to Yum.

MacFarlane’s arguments against indexical relativism therefore fail. If we under-
stand synonymity as identity of character, it will no longer follow from indexical 
relativism about (1) “Licorice is tasty” either that (7) “I asserted that licorice is tasty 
to me” is assessment-sensitive or that (24) “You asserted that licorice is tasty to 
me” is true as uttered and assessed by Yuk. Does this mean that indexical relativism 
is a plausible option when it comes to accounting for the behavior of predicates of 
personal taste, imperatives, or indicative conditionals? I do not think so. Even if we 
can reply to MacFarlane’s arguments, indexical relativism seems for the most part 
unable to cope with the phenomena that have standardly been used to test theories 
in this area—faultless disagreement and retraction. In the next section, I discuss how 
indexical relativism deals with them.

4 � Faultless Disagreement and Retraction

The disadvantages of indexical relativism are not as worrying as they might seem 
if we just take MacFarlane’s arguments into consideration. This is why, in this 
section, I want to produce some further evidence against the theory. In particu-
lar, I confront indexical relativism with the arguments that have traditionally 
been used to motivate its nonindexical sibling, which have to do with the latter’s 
capacity to account for two phenomena—faultless disagreement and retraction. I 
will first check if indexical relativism can account for these phenomena in non-
indexical relativism’s terms, i.e., as requiring incompatibility of contents. Later, 
however, I will discuss whether indexical relativism can account for faultless 
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disagreement understood in a few alternative ways and for retraction as it should 
be conceived according to each of these views.

Let us start with faultless disagreement. Consider the following dialogue. 
Alice and Beth are trying to choose a candy that they can share. Alice utters (1) 
“Licorice is tasty” and Beth replies:

	(25)	 No, it isn’t.

Alice and Beth can both have a right to say what they say, and there is no clear 
sense in which at least one of them has to have made a mistake. Moreover, it is 
hard to imagine a fact that could settle their dispute, something that would be 
easier to do if, for instance, they discussed licorice’s composition. Disagreements 
such as this one are called “faultless disagreements” (Kölbel 2004). To see what 
indexical relativism would make of this case, suppose that Alice utters (1) at con-
text cA and that Beth hears it from context cB. As assessed from cA, (1) expresses 
the proposition that licorice is tasty according to the personal taste standard 
determined by that context, while, as assessed from cB, it expresses the propo-
sition that licorice is tasty according to  the personal taste standard determined 
by that context. This would allow (1) to be true according to Alice, since the 
personal taste standard determined by her context sanctions her judgment. But 
it would also allow (1) to be false according to Beth, since licorice is not tasty 
according to the personal taste standard determined by her context, thus making 
it appropriate for her to reply with (25).

The problem with indexical relativism’s account of this case is that it fails to 
characterize the conversation between Alice and Beth as a disagreement, at least if it 
wants to do so in the same terms as nonindexical relativism—as requiring incompat-
ibility of contents. Here, cA and cB are both contexts of assessment. cA, in particular, 
is both the context of use and one of the contexts of assessment. Hence, according 
to the indexical relativist, (1) expresses one proposition relative to one context of 
assessment and a different one relative to another. These propositions are not incom-
patible—licorice may be tasty according to one standard and not tasty according to 
another. If incompatibility of contents is needed to have a disagreement, as nonin-
dexical relativism assumes, then indexical relativism predicts that the apparent disa-
greement between Alice and Beth, although faultless, is not a true disagreement. We 
will later see how indexical relativism would stand with respect to disagreement if 
the latter did not require incompatibility of contents.

Indexical relativism’s problem with disagreement understood as incompatibil-
ity of contents becomes especially acute when it comes to disagreements about 
reports. Unlike theories that rely on audience sensitivity (see section 2), indexical 
relativism makes faultless exchanges about the content of an assertion possible. 
But in doing so it renounces rendering such exchanges as instances of disagree-
ment, as it does with exchanges such as the one that takes place when Alice utters 
(1) and Beth utters (25) (see Chrisman 2007, pp. 228–230). Suppose Alice utters

	(10)	 I asserted that licorice is tasty.
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and Beth replies:

	(26)	 No, you didn’t.

However we choose to analyze (10), indexical relativism will make its content 
include a personal taste standard determined by cA, while the content of (26) will 
include one determined by cB. If these two standards are different, Alice and Beth 
will not even be talking about the same thing. This problem is raised by the same 
kind of cases considered by MacFarlane, but it does not depend on constructing 
indexical relativism as committed to the idea, discussed in section 3, that, in saying 
that licorice is tasty, one is saying that it is tasty to oneself.

A possible objection to the argument above is this. I have been assuming through-
out that, no matter the relativity of the truth-value of sentences like (1) “Licorice is 
tasty” and (10) “I asserted that licorice is tasty”, whether Alice and Beth disagree 
or not is itself a settled matter. However, we could follow Cappelen (2008a) in say-
ing that agreement and disagreement judgments are themselves relative and express 
different contents with respect to different interpreters. If this were so, we could not 
say that indexical relativism fails to account for faultless disagreement because it 
discards disagreement between Alice and Beth tout court. From Alice’s perspec-
tive, she is disagreeing with Beth, because Alice has expressed the proposition that 
licorice is tasty according to Alice’s standard and Beth has expressed the proposition 
that licorice is not tasty according to that very same standard. For similar reasons, 
Alice and Beth are disagreeing from Beth’s perspective too.

I concur that agreement and disagreement judgments are best viewed as inter-
preter relative. However, if as we have been doing throughout this paper we keep 
understanding “interpreter” as “assessor”, Alice and Beth should not only disagree 
from either’s perspective, but also from ours. Of course, this does not mean that 
we have to include our own taste standard as part of the content that we attribute 
to Alice’s and Beth’s assertions. The relevant standard when dealing with Alice’s 
assertion can be one, and the relevant standard when dealing with Beth’s assertion 
can be another, and none of these has to be our own. But this means that, from our 
perspective, the contents of Alice’s and Beth’s assertions are not incompatible, so, 
given the relativist assumption that disagreement requires incompatibility of con-
tents, they do not disagree. Thus, although there is a salient sense (disagreement 
from the speaker’s perspective) in which Alice and Beth disagree, there is another 
(disagreement from an external perspective) in which they do not. It can be easily 
proven that nonindexical relativism, by contrast, makes Alice and Beth disagree in 
both senses.

This was to be expected. What makes nonindexical relativism able to deal with 
the faultlessness of faultless disagreement, after all, is the fact that it relativizes sen-
tential truth to contexts of assessment, not the nonindexical way in which it does so. 
However, the nonindexical component of nonindexical relativism is what allows it to 
account for the fact that faultless disagreement is a kind of disagreement. By lack-
ing such component, indexical relativism makes the propositions under discussion 
compatible. So, just like indexical contextualism, indexical relativism seems unable 
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to characterize faultless disagreement as a kind of disagreement if doing so requires 
incompatibility of contents.

Relativization of sentential truth to contexts of assessment not only allows non-
indexical relativism to account for the faultlessness of faultless disagreement, but 
also to deal with retraction, i.e., the speech act that one performs in saying “I take 
that back” or “I retract that” (MacFarlane 2014, p. 108), as it would make sense for 
Alice to do if at some point she uttered (1) “Licorice is tasty” but later changed her 
mind. So, in principle, indexical relativism seems fit to deal with retraction as well. 
If, at the later time, Alice assesses her utterance of (1), she will take such utter-
ance to express the proposition that licorice is tasty according to her current per-
sonal taste standard. This will allow (1) to be false now, since, if the standard taken 
into account by Alice has changed, it will preclude finding licorice tasty. However, 
that indexical relativism is able to deal with retraction is merely illusory. For retract-
ing a previous assertion involves changing one’s mind, and indexical relativism is 
compatible with our judging false a proposition that we have always taken to be so. 
(1) is false now, but not because Alice has changed her mind about the truth-value of 
the proposition it originally expressed, but because it expresses a false proposition 
now. Hence, Alice is not strictly retracting: for an indexical relativist, her saying “I 
take that back” is compatible with her always having judged the same things as true 
or false. Indexical relativism about “tasty” thus seems unable to account either for 
faultless disagreement or for retraction in the way in which nonindexical relativism 
does.

We should be cautious, though, before extending this conclusion to forms of 
indexical relativism such as Cappelen’s and Weatherson’s, for theirs are not views 
about predicates of personal taste, but about some kinds of imperatives, in Cappel-
en’s case, and about indicative conditionals, in Weatherson’s. The conclusion that 
indexical relativism does not work, not even for the areas of language for which it 
has been most thoroughly defended, can only be reached if faultless disagreement 
and retraction are possible for certain imperatives and indicative conditionals too. 
As we will see next, it is relatively easy to build cases in which indicative condi-
tionals give rise to faultless disagreements, as well as cases in which they can be 
retracted, but things are a little more complicated with imperatives.

Let us start with conditionals. Suppose Alice says:

	(27)	 If Bernie Sanders becomes the next US president, things will be very different 
from the way they are now.

and Beth replies:

	(28)	 No, they won’t.

Alice utters (27) because she puts a lot of weight on issues having to do with the 
distribution of wealth, so a future in which taxes on wealth are significantly higher 
qualifies as very different from the present for her. Beth, for her part, replies with 
(28) because she thinks a Sanders presidency will leave racist structures untouched, 
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and this is the crucial test for change for her. I think it is fair to say that this is a case 
of faultless disagreement about indicative conditionals. Alice and Beth privilege dif-
ferent things when assessing the truth of (27), and there is no clear sense in which 
any of them can be said to be wrong. Indexical relativism predicts exactly this, as 
it takes (27) to be true with respect to cA and false with respect to cB. However, it 
does so by claiming that, from Alice’s point of view, the proposition expressed by 
(27) includes a set of propositions having to do with wealth distribution, while, from 
Beth’s, it includes a set of propositions having to do with race equality. Thus, there 
is no single proposition about which Alice and Beth can be said to be disagreeing, 
so indexical relativism results unable to account for faultless disagreement.

It seems that indicative conditionals can be retracted as well. Imagine that, some 
time after Alice’s utterance of (27), Sanders wins the election and becomes presi-
dent of the US. Wealth is indeed distributed in a more just way thanks to higher 
taxes on those who earn more, but things stay pretty much the same race-wise. Alice 
finds that her life has not changed as much as she expected, so, when reminded of 
her utterance of (27), she says “I take that back”. But what should the indexical 
relativist say she is taking back? According to indexical relativism, from her cur-
rent point of view, what she originally expressed was a proposition that included 
race-related propositions, and she takes this proposition to be false now. But Alice 
has not changed her mind about the truth-value of any proposition. Thus, she is not 
retracting anything.

As I advanced above, it is a little trickier to build cases of faultless disagreement 
and retraction involving imperatives. The latter, in fact, are impossible to build. This 
is so because imperatives are not truth-evaluable, and truth plays a central role in 
standard characterizations of both faultless disagreement and retraction. But truth 
also plays a central role in the characterization of indexical relativism; thus, if index-
ical relativism about imperatives is not inconsistent by definition, the possibility of 
characterizing faultless disagreement and retraction without any reference to truth 
should not be straightforwardly ruled out. Just like we assess (typical) declaratives 
by establishing whether they are true or false in the actual world, I propose to under-
stand assessment of imperatives to proceed by establishing whether a given course 
of action is in agreement with them or not. Thus, a disagreement about an impera-
tive would be one as to whether someone who has followed a given course of action 
has complied with what the imperative requires or not. And some of these disagree-
ments can be faultless.

For instance, I think that Alice and Beth’s disagreement about whether contact-
ing a security officer after finding a disposable razor is in accordance with (19) “If 
a dangerous object is found in carry-on luggage, immediately contact a security 
officer” is a faultless disagreement, as it is difficult to say that there is a fact of the 
matter as to which of them is right or wrong. Indexical relativism has no problem 
predicting this: (19) requires calling security from Alice’s point of view, while it 
does not from Beth’s. But indexical relativism is forced to say that there is no disa-
greement between Alice and Beth, for there is no single instruction (understood as 
the meaning of an imperative sentence) about whose consequences they disagree. 
So, again, indexical relativism about the kinds of imperatives with which Cappelen 
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deals affords us faultlessness without disagreement understood as incompatibility of 
contents.

Two people can disagree without having ever met, and thus without the occur-
rence of any explicit marker of disagreement (see Cappelen and Hawthorne 2009, 
pp. 60–61). To say that two people disagree about whether a given course of action 
is in accordance with a certain imperative, it is enough that they behave in different 
ways, as Alice and Beth do. Retraction, by contrast, is directed toward a speech act, 
in such a way that the interpretation of “that” as referring to our taking a particular 
course of action to be in accordance with the instruction is just not available. For 
instance, if Alice’s criterion evolves to match Beth’s, and she no longer takes (19) to 
require calling security over a disposable razor, she will not say “I take that back” 
unless she had explicitly stated what she understood the instruction to require, and 
in this case it will be this utterance that she is retracting. Thus, it seems that the 
intended retraction of (19) is not possible. The conclusion is that indexical relativ-
ism about imperatives does not have a problem with retraction, for there is no phe-
nomenon of retraction to start with for which it should account. Still, it has a prob-
lem with faultless disagreement, as shown above. So no form of indexical relativism 
actually proposed is completely devoid of disadvantages, which makes nonindexical 
relativism the strongest contender when trying to explain faultless disagreement and 
retraction in terms of incompatibility of contents.

Of course, not everyone accepts that faultless disagreement, or disagreement in 
general, requires incompatibility of contents. Khoo and Knobe (2018) have found 
compelling evidence that speakers’ intuitions about disagreement and their intui-
tions about content compatibility diverge at least in moral cases, and taste cases, to 
which I will turn again for the rest of this section, are likely to yield similar results 
(see also Huvenes 2012, 2014; López de Sa 2015).11 The data collected by Khoo 
and Knobe show that speakers can take a conversation to be an instance of disa-
greement even if they do not take participants in it to be expressing incompatible 
contents. Different accounts of disagreement have been proposed that could be taken 
to explain this divergence in the case of taste. In particular, it has been proposed 
to understand disagreements about taste as metalinguistic negotiations (Plunkett 
and Sundell 2013), as clashes of conative attitudes (Huvenes 2012), and in terms of 
expectations (Björnsson 2015). In what follows, I discuss whether indexical relativ-
ism can account for disagreement understood in these different ways. After doing 
this, I will turn to the corresponding ways of understanding retraction.

Plunkett and Sundell (2013) have argued that the appearance of disagreement 
when speakers discuss about matters of taste is not to be accounted for in terms 
of incompatible contents, but in terms of different uses of the same word. That is, 
Plunkett and Sundell characterize disagreements about matters of taste as metalin-
guistic negotiations. If they are right, it is not a problem for indexical relativism not 
to yield incompatible contents for Alice’s and Beth’s assertions, for they can be said 
to be disagreeing anyway inasmuch as they use the word “tasty” in different ways. 

11  Conclusions similar to the ones I will reach should follow for indicative conditionals and imperatives 
as well.
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However, it is hard to see how Alice and Beth could take themselves to be disagree-
ing if we understand their dispute in this way. Let us focus on Beth’s point of view. 
When Alice utters (1) “Licorice is tasty”, Beth should take her to be expressing a 
proposition that includes Beth’s personal taste standard. This is so because Beth’s 
standard is the one determined by the context from which Beth assesses Alice’s 
assertion. Consider now what would happen if Beth herself uttered (1). In this case, 
she should take herself to be expressing a proposition that would again include her 
standard, as the context of assessment, and consequently the relevant standard, is the 
same. Thus, from Beth’s point of view, Alice’s utterance of (1) has the same content 
it would have had if it had been made by Beth. Therefore, Beth should take Alice to 
mean by “tasty” just what Beth herself means. In a sense, Beth has no access to the 
meaning that “tasty” has for Alice, so she cannot disagree with that meaning. There 
is no way in which she could come to realize that “tasty” means for Alice something 
different than it means for her, as indexical relativism precludes her from under-
standing Alice’s utterance of (1) as meaning anything different from what she would 
mean by it.

Of course, from an external point of view we could see that Alice and Beth are 
using “tasty” in different ways, so they are having a metalinguistic disagreement. 
But, just like we needed disagreement in terms of incompatibility of contents to be 
present from both the speakers’ perspective and ours, metalinguistic disagreement 
should be detectable from both points of view. Indexical relativism gets us incom-
patible contents only from the speakers’ perspective and different meanings only 
from ours. Moreover, as Marques (2017) argues, it seems implausible that Alice and 
Beth attribute different meanings to “tasty”. When Alice says (1) and Beth replies 
with (25) “No, it isn’t”, they are disagreeing about whether licorice is tasty, not 
about how best to use the word “tasty”, even if that is where the conversation could 
lead them. Not every evaluative issue can be reduced to what words should mean—
there are plenty of cases in which we are evaluating things themselves.

An alternative construal of disagreements about taste, embraced by Marques 
(2014, 2015) herself, is the one that takes them to correspond to clashes of conative 
attitudes (Huvenes 2012). According to this construal, we take speakers involved 
in disputes about taste to disagree because, in spite of their expressing compatible 
contents, they accept incompatible standards of personal taste. If this is all we need 
to declare an exchange an instance of disagreement, indexical relativism will be able 
to characterize Alice and Beth’s as one, as their standards cannot be endorsed at the 
same time. Again, however, Beth would take the content of Alice’s utterance of (1) 
to contain Beth’s own standard, so there would not be two standards in opposition 
for her, even if there are for us. Just like happened with the meaning that “tasty” had 
for Alice when we understood disagreements about taste as metalinguistic negotia-
tions, Beth has no access to Alice’s personal taste standard that allows her to disa-
gree with it. Thus, although Alice and Beth can be said to disagree from an external 
perspective, none of them can take herself to being disagreeing with the other.

Björnsson’s (2015, pp. 173–177) account of disagreements about taste, finally, 
dispenses with incompatibility of contents without turning Alice and Beth’s 
disagreement into one about the meaning of the speakers’ words or a clash of 
conative attitudes. According to Björnsson, two claims disagree if accepting one 
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would mean rejecting the other (Björnsson 2015, p. 175), where accepting that 
X is tasty or rejecting that it is not means to expect to have a positive taste expe-
rience from X, and accepting that X is not tasty or rejecting that it is means to 
expect not to have a positive taste experience from X (Björnsson 2015, p. 177). If 
this is so, accepting (1) means to expect to have a positive taste experience from 
licorice, which is what it means to reject (25). Hence, Alice and Beth disagree, no 
matter whether the contents of their utterances are incompatible or not. Indexi-
cal relativism is thus, as far as I can see, able to account for disagreement in this 
sense. This is so because Björnsson’s account of disagreement does not operate in 
terms of anything that the indexical relativist takes to be relativized. It does not 
rely on the propositions expressed, but neither on meanings or conative attitudes, 
both of which depend on a personal taste standard that is relative to each speaker. 
Whether Björnsson’s account of disagreement is satisfactory enough to replace 
those operating in terms of incompatibility of contents, however, lies beyond the 
scope of this paper.

Just like disagreement can be understood in different ways, so can retraction. 
After all, we retract our previous assertions when we disagree with our past self. 
Thus, we could understand Alice’s retraction of (1) as involving a new sense of 
“tasty”, a standard of personal taste incompatible with the one she endorsed back 
when she made the utterance, or modified expectations. But the first two of these 
views on retraction face the same problems as the corresponding views on disagree-
ment. If we understand retraction as resulting from metalinguistic negotiation with 
one’s past self, on the one hand, Alice has no access to the sense in which she orig-
inally used the word “tasty”. Instead, she will take “tasty” to have meant what it 
means for her now, as, again, from her current perspective the content she expressed 
through her past utterance of (1) is exactly the same she would express if she uttered 
the sentence now. If we understand retraction as resulting from a clash with one’s 
previous conative attitudes, on the other hand, Alice has no access to the personal 
taste standard she once held—she will take it to be identical to her current one. If 
we understand retraction as resulting from renewed expectations, however, it will 
be warranted as long as Alice is aware that she expects different things from licorice 
now. Again, though, it remains to be seen whether an account of retraction along 
these lines is preferable to one in terms of incompatibility of contents.

The message to take home from this section is that the power of MacFarlane’s 
relativism does not exclusively reside in the fact that it is a variety of relativism, but 
also in the fact that it is a nonindexical theory. The introduction of the context of 
assessment allows MacFarlane to make sense of the idea that we can retract a previ-
ous assertion because we can change our minds and, arguably, also of the idea that 
participants in a faultless disagreement are not at fault). But it is the nonindexical 
component of the theory that allows him to make sense of the ideas that faultless 
disagreement is a kind of disagreement and that retraction is triggered by a change 
of mind, whether this means a change in beliefs about taste, beliefs about mean-
ing, or standards. An alternative would be to explain both faultless disagreement and 
retraction in terms of a change of expectations, as Björnsson does. As I said, how-
ever, pursuing this option lies beyond the scope of this paper.
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5 � Concluding Remarks

Indexical relativism seems a nonstarter, even if not for the reasons pointed out by 
MacFarlane. However, this does not mean that nothing can be learned from trying 
to flesh out what it implies and why it is implausible. In particular, I hope to have 
contributed to a better understanding of the degree to which relativism depends on 
being a nonindexical theory so as not to lose what nonindexical contextualism has 
achieved, i.e., accounting for faultless disagreement understood as incompatibility of 
contents. Moreover, it is because of its indexical character that indexical relativism 
does not seem capable of accounting for faultless disagreements understood as met-
alinguistic negotiations or clashes of attitudes, or for most of the ways in which we 
might understand retraction, which is precisely the kind of phenomenon that moti-
vated the introduction of nonindexical relativism.
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