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Abstract
Why did Frege offer only proper names as examples of presupposition triggers? 
Some scholars claim that Frege simply did not care about the full range of presup-
positional phenomena. This paper argues, in contrast, that he had good reasons for 
employing an extremely narrow notion of ‘Voraussetzung’. On Frege’s view, many 
devices that are now construed as presupposition triggers either express several 
thoughts at once or merely ‘illuminate’ a thought in a particular way. Fregean pre-
suppositions, in contrast, are essentially tied to names.

Keywords Fregean Voraussetzung · Presupposition · Projection · Fregean colouring

1 Introduction

A striking thing about Frege’s account of presupposition is this: while the modern 
notion of presupposition has become the habitat for a veritable ‘zoo’ of presuppo-
sition triggers, Frege’s precursor notion of ‘Voraussetzung’ (henceforth: F-presup-
position) seems more like a small glass bowl in which a single fish, bearing the 
strange name ‘Proper Name’, is solitarily swimming around.1 Why is that so? This 
question has received surprisingly little attention. As far as I see, only two scholars, 
Soames and Kripke, have raised it.2 On Soames’s (1976, p. 15) view, Frege did not 
attempt to ‘determine all of the different kinds of presupposition that there might 
be’ because ‘natural language was not his central concern’. So the small number of 
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presupposition triggers Frege discusses would be due to a lack of interest on Frege’s 
part.3 Kripke’s treatment (2009) is more nuanced: after having offered a fairly ortho-
dox list of triggers, including the usual suspects such as ‘regret’, ‘stop’ and clefts, he 
continues thus:

Frege … described [presupposition] in such a way that the [existential pre-
supposition carried by descriptions] is the paradigmatic case. It is not clear 
whether he thought that presuppositions went beyond this sort of example. His 
theory was that the presupposition fails precisely when there is a truth-value 
gap. For him, all such failure came from failure of reference. This might be 
made to extend to some of the other cases as well. (Kripke, 2009, p. 368)

In what follows I will argue that, contrary to Kripke’s suggestion at the end of this 
passage, the existential presuppositions carried by names are indeed the only exam-
ples of F-presupposition, and the reason for that is briefly mentioned by Kripke: on 
Frege’s view, the notion of Voraussetzung is essentially tied to possible truth-value 
gaps, and such gaps can only occur when names (very broadly construed) fail to 
refer. We shall see, however, that a full defence of that claim requires a substantial 
amount of preliminary work.

There is, though, a much easier route to partially the same expository insight. 
Frege’s ‘Über Sinn und Bedeutung’ not only contains his most detailed treatment 
of F-presupposition but also some remarks on the semantic contribution of ‘know’, 
which is now usually considered a typical presupposition trigger.4 Now Frege clearly 
does not claim that sentences involving ‘know’ F-presuppose anything, though they 
have, for him, some interesting linguistic properties (more on which below). As a 
second example, consider ‘still’, which has also been construed as a presupposi-
tion trigger. For  Frege, in contrast, ‘still’ rather ‘illuminates’ a thought in a particu-
lar way: by uttering ‘Alfred has still not come’ you ‘hint’ but do not F-presuppose 
that Alfred’s arrival is expected (Ged 64). So it seems clear that Frege’s concept of 
F-presupposition is narrower than its modern descendant.

Given that presuppositions have attracted a lot of attention since the 1970s, I 
should note right at the beginning that the aim of this paper is essentially expository. 
So I will not attempt to defend Frege’s account against alternative approaches. How-
ever, since the modern notion of presupposition is a highly contested concept, I also 
think that Frege’s account may have some theoretical virtues. For instance, while 
contemporary theorists are often unsure about how to distinguish presupposition 
from conventional implicature, Frege’s precursor notions offer a very neat classifi-
cation. The linguistic items that are now treated either as presupposition triggers or 

4 It is well known that the presuppositions triggered by that verb are quite easily blocked. This may be 
a reason for denying that ‘know’ is a presupposition trigger in the first place (as a referee suggests), but 
one might also claim that ‘know’ is part of a larger class of ‘soft’ triggers (Abbott, 2006, §3). Since I am 
concerned here with what distinguishes F-presuppositions from presuppositions as ordinarily conceived, 
I will assume that ‘know’ is indeed a presupposition trigger (which is still the textbook view; cf. Levin-
son ,1983, p. 181; Potts, 2015, p. 171).

3 In subsequent work, Soames (1989, p. 559) has repeated this claim. He notes, however, that Frege’s 
ignoring of ‘sortal presuppositions’ is grounded in his requirement that concepts must be total functions. 
I shall come back to this issue in Sects. 7 and 8.



1 3

Synthese 

as items carrying conventional implicatures are, on Frege’s view, examples of three 
different phenomena (F-presupposition, illumination,5 and multi-propositionality).

I shall proceed as follows: After having a brief look at the locus classicus on F-pre-
supposition (in Sect. 2), I then argue, in Sect. 3, that there is no textual evidence that 
Frege acknowledged any presupposition triggers besides proper names. I then turn, in 
Sect. 4, to the two accounts of vacuous names Frege considered. In Sect. 5, I explain 
why, on Frege’s view, items such as ‘know’ or ‘stop’ do not give rise to F-presupposi-
tions (but instead express several thoughts at once). Section 6 draws on Yablo’s notion of 
‘catastrophic’ failures and shows that items such as ‘still’ aren’t F-presupposition triggers 
either (but instead add ‘colouration’ to a sentence). In Sect. 7, I show why there cannot 
possibly be F-presupposition triggers that aren’t proper names, and in Sect. 8, I briefly 
turn to a problem raised by what Frege says about the Homerian concept word ‘mōly’.

2  Frege’s 1892 account

The second part of Frege’s seminal 1892 paper (SB 36-50) is devoted to some excep-
tions to Frege’s general claim that truth-values are the Bedeutungen of clauses (SB 36).6 
Frege’s overall strategy is to concede that there are indeed such exceptions in ordinary 
language and to offer a brief explanation for them. For instance, in the case of.

(1) He who discovered the elliptical form of the planetary orbits died in mis-
ery. (SB 39)

he claims that the noun clause of (1) does not refer to a truth-value but instead to a 
person, i.e. Kepler. The notion of presupposition comes into play when Frege con-
siders a possible objection:

[i] One might object that the sense of the whole does contain a thought as 
part, viz. that there was one person who first discovered the elliptic form of the 
planetary orbits; for whoever takes the whole to be true cannot deny this part. 
[ii] This is undoubtedly so; but only because otherwise the dependent clause 
‘he who discovered the elliptic form of the planetary orbits’ would have no 
Bedeutung. [iii] If one asserts something, the presupposition is always self-
evident (selbstverständlich) that the simple or compound proper names used 
have a Bedeutung. [iv] If therefore one asserts ‘Kepler died in misery’, there 
is a presupposition that the name ‘Kepler’ designates something; but it does 
not follow that the sense of the sentence ‘Kepler died in misery’ contains the 

5 Frege employs several metaphors for describing alethically irrelevant aspects of content. I what fol-
lows, I shall treat ‘illumination’ (Beleuchtung) and ‘colouring’ (Färbung) as synonyms.
6 Since Frege’s two key terms ‘Sinn’ and ‘Bedeutung’ (pl. ‘Bedeutungen’) are notoriously difficult to 
translate, I shall frequently use Frege’s original terms. Sometimes, I shall use ‘sense’ and ‘reference’ as 
their English counterparts.
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thought that the name ‘Kepler’ designates something. (SB 39-40; FR 162, 
partly my translation, roman numerals added)7

This passage contains, on my reading, an exegetical problem, a rather obvious 
lacuna, and two essential claims concerning presuppositions.

The exegetical problem is whether Frege’s talk of assertions (in [iii] and [iv]) is 
to be understood as the innocuous claim that assertions may carry presuppositions 
or as the stronger claim that presupposition is necessarily tied to assertive force. I 
think we ought to opt for the first reading. Frege, after all, notes that ‘Kepler did not 
die in misery’ carries the same presupposition as its unnegated counterpart (SB 40). 
So the same should go for other connectives. For instance, by uttering a conditional 
such as ‘If Kepler died in misery, …’ one also seems to presuppose Kepler’s exist-
ence, but assertive force clearly does not cover the antecedents of conditionals. (And 
given Frege’s claims about how assertions are related to yes/no questions (Ged 62), 
I don’t think he would have denied that the question ‘Did Kepler die in misery?’ 
also presupposes Kepler’s existence.) Presuppositions then seem to be independent 
of assertive force.

Crucially, Frege is also not concerned with the conditions for making (felici-
tous) assertions, contrary to what has been claimed by Black. In the case of (1), 
Black (1962, p. 50) claims, no ‘assertion is made unless there was once some-
body called “Kepler”’. This is a surprising exegetical claim that comes close to 
transmogrifying Gottlob Frege into Pettlob Frawson.8 In one of his papers, Straw-
son indeed claimed that presupposition failures may ‘wreck’ the ‘whole asser-
tive enterprise’ (1964, p. 106), but there is no textual evidence whatsoever that 
Frege saw utterances involving vacuous terms as pseudo-assertions. For Frege, 
assertions are the outward manifestations of inner judgments, and a judgment is 
the acknowledgment of the truth of a thought (Ged 62). So as long as there is a 
thought one may acknowledge as true (even when it is, in fact, neither true nor 
false), one may assert it, and that appears intuitively correct: the sentence ‘The 
largest prime number is larger than 42’ is clearly defective in that it involves an 
existential presupposition that cannot be satisfied, but an utterance of it would still 
count as an assertion. The catastrophe caused by F-presupposition failures is cog-
nitive, not communicational.

The lacuna concerns the exact nature of the phenomenon Frege is describing 
here. He just notes (in [iii] and [iv]) that, whenever we use a name, there is the self-
evident presupposition that the name has a Bedeutung. Frege tells us neither whether 

8 It seems as though Frawson, distantly related to the Schmearthian philosopher Gotrand Fressell (cf. 
Schiffer, 1981), has exerted quite an influence on some scholars. Yablo (2006, p. 167) writes that the 
theories of Frege and Strawson ‘more or less define a sentence’s presuppositions as preconditions of its 
making an evaluable claim’, and Glock (2015, p. 112) claims that, on Frege’s and Strawson’s view, a sen-
tence involving a vacuous term ‘does not express a truth-apt proposition or statement’. But Frege is not 
concerned with making claims, and he also wouldn’t deny the truth-aptness of, say, ‘Odysseus killed the 
suitors’ (Odysseus, after all, might turn out to be real).

7 Frege’s account in that passage is clearly reminiscent of Sigwart’s (1873, pp. 123–124) treatment of 
Voraussetzungen (cf. Horn, 2007, pp. 41–42). Since Frege’s Nachlass contained an excerpt from Sig-
wart’s book (cf. Veraart, 1976, p. 103), Frege may have been inspired by Sigwart here.
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it is speakers or sentences that presuppose something9; nor does he say anything 
about the mechanism that generates presuppositions. Everything he does tell us is 
compatible with a lexical as well as with a pragmatic account of presupposition.

In a somewhat similar vein, Atlas (1975, pp. 29–31) has claimed that one may 
‘extract’ three distinguishable notions of presupposition from Frege’s (SB): a 
semantical, a pragmatic and an assertoric notion. Whether this is true depends on 
what is meant by ‘extract’. Frege’s non-committal notion of F-presupposition may 
of course serve as an inspiration for devising more specific notions, but Atlas seems 
to advance the stronger exegetical claim that Frege uses the term ‘Voraussetzung’ 
ambiguously, which strikes me as uncharitable. Moreover, I don’t think that Atlas 
has presented conclusive textual evidence for his claim. So I think Frege’s notion of 
presupposition is best characterized as an unspecific notion.

Finally, I think that Frege’s official account of Voraussetzung may be boiled down 
to two claims:

(a) Presuppositions are alethically relevant. If what is presupposed by some sentence 
S is, in fact, not the case, then S will be neither true nor false ([i], [ii]).

(b) What is conveyed by a presupposition is not contained in the sense of the sen-
tence carrying the presupposition ([iv]).10

There are two minor points about these claims that are worth stressing here.
The first point is that, contrary to what one might think, claim (b) does not 

exclude the existence of lexical presuppositions. On the assumption that Sinn is 
not linguistic meaning, a presupposition might be carried by the meaning of a sen-
tence S without being contained in its sense.11 (I cannot offer a full defence of that 
assumption here, but there are at least two types of example that speak against an 
identification of these two notions. First, a sentence such as ‘He was wounded’ is 
generally thought to have a stable meaning, or ‘character’, but as Frege insists, the 
sense of such a sentence may shift with context (Ged 64; cf. Burge, 1979). Second, 
there are pairs of words such as ‘cur’ and ‘dog’ (Logik 152) that plausibly differ in 
meaning while expressing the same sense. And in Sect. 7, I will argue that vague 
terms may be yet another example.)

Second, Frege’s two claims do not yet appear to rule out Kripke’s suggestion 
that the Fregean account of existential presupposition might be extended to some 
other cases. Depending on how, exactly, Frege’s claims are understood, some other 

9 When discussing the idealist objection that ‘the moon’ may not have a Bedeutung (SB 31), Frege 
characterizes the F-presuppositions of that name in terms of our communicative intentions; but he also 
appeals to the difference in sense between ‘the moon’ and ‘my idea of the moon’.
10 See also Frege’s distinction between ‘being part of what was meant’ (mitmeinen) and ‘being presup-
posed as having been admitted’ (als zugestanden voraussetzen) in one of his letters to Husserl (BW 106; 
PMC 71). In this letter, Frege concedes that one might construe existential import as a matter of presup-
position, but ultimately opts for a treatment in terms of side-thoughts (see Horn, 2007, §2; Sander, 2021).
11 Frege’s claim that it is the ‘grammatical form’ of some expressions that seems to qualify them for the 
purpose of designating an object (SB 40; FR 163) may indeed be construed as claim about the linguistic 
meaning of particular items.
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items may turn out to be F-presupposition triggers as well. So let us start by asking 
whether Frege did officially acknowledge some other triggers.

3  Are temporal clauses F‑presupposition triggers?

In the introduction, I claimed that only proper names are F-presupposition trig-
gers. Now some scholars have assumed, in contrast, that Frege explicitly acknowl-
edges at least one further kind of trigger, i.e. temporal clauses (Levinson, 1983, p. 
182; Karttunen, 2016, p. 707). Consider the two sentences Frege briefly discusses 
in footnote 10 of his seminal 1892 paper (SB 43-4; FR 165) and a proposition 
they may presuppose:

(2a) After the separation of Schleswig-Holstein from Denmark, Prussia and 
Austria quarrelled.
(2b) After Schleswig-Holstein was separated from Denmark, Prussia and 
Austria quarrelled.
(2c) Schleswig-Holstein was separated from Denmark.

Karttunen (2016, p. 707) has claimed that the temporal clause of (2a) F-presup-
poses (2c), and in a certain sense this is true, but, for Frege, the F-presupposition 
trigger in this case is not the temporal clause as such but rather the proper name 
contained in it. ‘The separation of Schleswig–Holstein from Denmark’ is, after 
all, a definite description that refers to an event. What about (2b)? In this case, 
Frege adds his usual caveat that ordinary language sentences admit of ‘various 
interpretations’ (SB 43, fn. 10; FR 165). On one salient interpretation of (2b), 
that sentence expresses and thus does not F-presuppose the thought (2c) (see SB 
49; FR 170). On the second interpretation, (2a) and (2b) would be just rhetorical 
variants with essentially the same content. Accordingly, (2b) would indeed F-pre-
suppose (2c), and that might be taken to show that Frege does in fact acknowl-
edge the existence of F-presupposition triggers that aren’t proper names. The 
temporal clause of (2b), after all, does not seem to contain a name that might 
carry the presupposition (2c).

However, such a reading of Frege would be based on a misconstrual of his notion 
of proper name. For Frege, Eigenname is (in contrast to ‘noun phrase’) not a gram-
matical category but a logical one, which is in turn grounded in his metaphysical 
distinction between objects and functions (see FB 18; GGA I, 7). Any linguistic item 
that purports to refer to an object is, on his view, a proper name (GGA I, 43), and 
Frege’s notion of object is not restricted to ‘medium-sized dry goods’, but includes 
things such as numbers, value-ranges or points of time (see SB 42).

Consider, for a start, one of Frege’s examples:

(3) He who discovered the elliptical form of the planetary orbits died in mis-
ery. (SB 39)

Though (3) does not contain any word we would ordinarily call a ‘name’, Frege 
claims that the dependent clause of (3) refers to Kepler and is thus (logically) a 
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proper name. This is not yet particularly surprising since ‘he who discovered the 
elliptical form of the planetary orbits’ may plausibly be construed as a definite 
description and so as something functionally equivalent to a name. Indeed, in 
Frege’s terminology, it is a name (though not a simple one).12

Next consider what Frege says about demonstratives such as ‘that person’. On 
his view, the Eigenname in such cases does not just consist of these two words. The 
proper name is rather ‘the whole consisting of the concept-word, the demonstrative 
pronoun and the accompanying circumstances’ (LM 230; PW 213). Frege’s wording 
suggests that there are names that are partially non-linguistic, which sounds so odd 
that one may ask whether he means what he says here (cf. Künne, 1992, p. 721). 
But there are several passages in his works where the contribution of indexicals is 
characterized exactly in the same way (see Logik 146; Ged 64), and so we should 
take this remark at face value (see Künne, 1992; Kripke, 2008; Textor, 2015). On 
Frege’s view, there are Eigennamen that actually contain persons, gestures, places or 
the like, which makes his notion considerably different from the intuitive notion of 
a name.

What may be even more surprising is Frege’s claim that ‘adverbial clauses of 
place or time’ (SB 43; FR 164) may function as names for places and points of time, 
just as the noun clause (Nennsatz) in (3) functions as the name of a person. Accord-
ingly, on the second reading of (2b), the sentence would also presuppose (2c) since 
the dependent clause of (2b) would have to be read as the logical name of an event 
or a point of time. And this claim of Frege’s seems quite plausible: the Bedeutung 
of (2b) seems to be the same as the Bedeutung of ‘After 1864, Prussia and Austria 
quarrelled.’ Thus, the mere fact that the dependent clause of (2b) contains a finite 
verb and thus seems to express a thought is, for Frege, not yet a reason to assume 
that it is not a proper name. Accordingly, there are two salient analyses of (2b):

(2d) At some point of time  t1 Schleswig-Holstein was separated from Denmark 
& at some point of time  t2 Prussia and Austria quarrelled &  t2 >  t1 (cf. SB 48)
(2e) Happened-after (the quarrel between Prussia and Austria, the separation 
of Schleswig-Holstein from Denmark)

If (2b) is understood according to (2d), there is no presupposition that 
Schleswig–Holstein was separated from Denmark. On that reading, (2b) is a multi-
propositional sentence that expresses three entangled thoughts (more on which in 
Sect. 5). On the second reading of (2b), rendered above as (2e), the dependent clause 
does function as an F-presupposition trigger, but only since it contains or is a proper 
name. So I think it is safe to assume that Frege offered only proper names as exam-
ples of F-presupposition, and in Sect.  7 we shall see that there are some Fregean 
tenets that actually commit him to such an account.

12 For the distinction between simple (einfach) and complex (zusammengesetzt) proper names, cf. (SB 
40), (GGA I, §26).
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4  Vacuous names: the early and the mature view

Before turning to Frege’s reasons for employing a radically narrow notion of F-pre-
supposition, we should note that Frege advanced two different theories as to what 
happens when the existential presupposition triggered by a name is not met. There 
is, first, a theory most scholars take to be Frege’s considered view and which I shall 
call the ‘mature view’. On that view, a sentence containing a vacuous singular term 
does express a thought – a thought however that is neither true nor false. This view 
is advanced in some of his writings after 1891, most notably in his ‘Über Sinn und 
Bedeutung’. Frege claims, for instance, that the sentence ‘Odysseus was set ashore 
in Ithaca while sound asleep’ ‘obviously has a sense’ (SB 32; FR 152) but probably 
lacks Bedeutung (see also Logik 141-2; FR 229-30).

Second, there is a theory Frege clearly held in some of his pre-1891 writings, 
might have held still around 190613 and ought to have held throughout his career if 
Evans (1982, p. 33) is right. On this second view, the ‘early view’ in what follows, 
sentences containing empty singular terms not only lack Bedeutung but do not even 
express thoughts in the first place. The sentence ‘Leo Sachse is a man’ wouldn’t 
express a thought if there weren’t a person to whom that name refers (17KS 190, 
PW 174; cf. DPE 67, PW 60).

The question of which of these two views is systematically more attractive is 
tricky, but fortunately it does not matter for present purposes. We shall see that there 
is on both accounts a clear difference between F-presuppositions and presupposi-
tions as ordinarily conceived.

Let us start by comparing names to factives. Consider the following examples:

(4) The German emperor wears whiskers.
(5) Hamlet knows that Rosencrantz is a spy.

(4) contains a definite description and thus would be a clear instance of F-presuppo-
sition. In uttering (4), you F-presuppose, and also presuppose, that there is a German 
emperor (or, more precisely, that there is exactly one German emperor, but I will 
ignore the ‘at most one’ condition in what follows).14 (5) contains the verb ‘knows’, 
which has served as a standard example of a presupposition trigger since the 1970s.
When uttering (5), you presuppose that Rosencrantz is a spy.

13 According to the editors of the Nachlass, Frege’s (17KS), in which the early view appears for the last 
time, was written around 1906 or earlier. Hovens (1997) argues convincingly that the manuscript was 
written in the early 1880s.
14 In (SB), Frege rarely mentions that condition (but see SB 41–42) and clearly does not construe it as a 
Voraussetzung, but I would assume that this is just for expositional reasons. When providing his (name-
less) ‘backslash’ function as a formal replacement for the definite article in his Grundgesetze (I, §11), he 
explicitly claims that not only vacuous, but also ambiguous (zweideutig) names lack Bedeutung. On that 
view, ‘The prime number between 1 and 4’ is as catastrophic as ‘The prime number between 8 and 10’. 
Cf. (GLA, § 82). Compare also Horn (2009, §4) who argues that, whereas the existence condition is rel-
evant to questions of truth or falsity, the uniqueness condition is not.
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Now there are two fairly uncontroversial facts about these two sentences. First, 
explicitly denying what is (F-)presupposed by them will result in utterances that are 
particularly odd:

(4a) The German emperor wears whiskers, but, as matter of fact, there isn’t a 
German emperor.
(5a) Hamlet knows that Rosencrantz is a spy, but Rosencrantz is actually not a 
spy.

Second, as noted by Frege (SB 40), the negation of (4) triggers exactly the same 
F-presupposition as (4) itself. Similarly, an utterance of the negation of (5) will typi-
cally be understood as the claim that Hamlet is ignorant of the fact that Rosencrantz 
is a spy. As the subsequent discussion made clear, there are quite a few other linguis-
tic contexts, now known as the ‘family of sentences’ (Chierchia & McConnell-Ginet, 
1990, p. 281), that allow presuppositions to ‘scope out’, while blocking entailments. 
For example, prefixing ‘perhaps’ to a sentence vastly reduces the speaker’s commit-
ments, but presuppositions appear to be immune to that adverb. Consider an exam-
ple: ‘Perhaps he [= Richie Rich] realized how hollow the pursuit of money really is 
and took his own life’ (The Simpsons, 7F21) is non-committal about Richie’s death 
and about his attitude towards money, but still ‘implies’ that Richie exists and that 
the pursuit of money is hollow. Following the standard terminology in linguistics, I 
will use the term ‘projection’ to refer to that phenomenon of ‘scoping out’.

Now in spite of these similarities, there is, on Frege’s view, a crucial difference 
between (4) and (5). While (4) is indeed an instance of F-presupposition, (5) is an 
example of what might be called a multi-propositional sentence. This is, obviously, 
not a term Frege himself used, but he says explicitly that the sentences he discusses 
towards the end of ‘Über Sinn und Bedeutung’ express ‘several thoughts’ at once 
(SB 48; FR 169). This is the case with linguistic devices such as ‘know’, ‘because’, 
temporal adverbs and counterfactuals.15

5  Frege’s theoretical motive

To see why Frege never took such words to F-presuppose anything, it is essential to 
recognize his theoretical motive for paying attention to Voraussetzungen. Contempo-
rary discussions of presuppositions have been especially concerned about the projec-
tion behaviour of sentences containing presupposition triggers, which is somewhat 
chaotic and thus gave rise to a rather large debate on the ‘projection problem’. What 
sparked Frege’s interest in F-presuppositions, in contrast, was not projection, though 
he was aware of that phenomenon (SB 40). For Frege, the main problem is rather 

15 Alternatively, such devices may be characterized as involving ‘double-barreled’ assertions (Geach 
1965, p. 456). More recently, the idea that many sentences express sequences of propositions has been 
defended by Bach (1999) and Neale (1999). It is not clear whether Frege is committed here to a distinc-
tion between main-thoughts and side-thoughts (see Dummett 2007, p. 524; Künne 2010, p. 447; Sander 
2021, §4), but I shall ignore that issue in what follows.
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generated by what might be called his anti-Russellian insight16: by using a descrip-
tion of the form ‘the F’ you do not express the thought that there is exactly one F, 
you only F-presuppose it (SB 40). If a Russell-style analysis faithfully represented 
the actual content of sentences of the form ‘The F is G’, then every sentence of that 
kind would express a thought that is true or false, depending on whether there is 
exactly one F. Since, on Frege’s view, this is not how language actually works, some 
sentences merely F-presuppose that there are certain objects. So there are sentences, 
in ordinary language but also in mathematics, that lack a truth-value (or do not even 
express thoughts in the first place). Thus, Frege’s interest in F-presuppositions is 
sparked primarily by the fact that some languages, being unlike his Begriffsschrift, 
suffer from a certain kind of semantic ‘imperfection’ (SB 41) and not by the fact that 
presupposed contents project.17

What spurred his interest in items such as ‘know’ or ‘because’ was a different 
problem. If truth-values are the Bedeutungen of clauses, then the substitution of co-
referential items shouldn’t change a clause’s truth-value. But in the case of the above 
items this does not seem to be the case. In a sentence such as ‘The fire broke out 
because there was a short circuit’ one plainly cannot replace ‘there was a short cir-
cuit’ by an arbitrary sentence of the same truth-value. Frege’s explanation of this 
substitution problem is simple: a sentence of the form ‘p because q’ involves three 
thoughts, (i) if q, then p, (ii) p, and (iii) q, but since there are only two clauses, the 
thoughts obviously do not ‘correspond separately to the original clauses’ (SB 48; FR 
168).

Since ‘because’ is not commonly treated as an example of presupposition, let us 
move to another example. Change of state verbs are paradigmatic presupposition 
triggers, and they seem amenable to a multi-propositional analysis. Consider a well-
worn example of a sentence involving such a verb18:

(6) Bertrand quit smoking.

On a Fregean account, (6) contains two thoughts: that Bertrand used to smoke (up to 
a particular point of time t) and that he has not been smoking since t.

I have already pointed out that Frege’s chief reason for paying attention to F-pre-
suppositions was the problem of truth-value gaps. If the existential F-presupposition 

16 If the Russell of 1957 was not mistaken about the aims of his earlier self, then his 1905 account was 
intended as a ‘replacement’ (1957, p. 388), not as an analysis, and Frege would not have objected to such 
‘conceptual engineering’. Indeed, in (GG I, §11) he himself offers a logical substitute for the definite 
article.
17 For that reason, recent proposals for distinguishing factive and semi-factive items (or, alternatively, 
hard and soft triggers) are irrelevant from a Fregean point of view since these distinctions concern pro-
jection variability.
18 Change of state verbs were one of the standard examples of the traditional fallacy of many questions, 
and Frege’s multi-propositional analysis may have been inspired by discussions of that fallacy. Cf. two 
examples handed down by Aulus Gellius and Seneca. a) ‘Tell me whether you have stopped committing 
adultery or not’ (‘Postulo, uti respondeas, desierisne facere adulterium an non’, A. Gellius, Noctes Atti-
cae XVI, 2), b) ‘What you have not lost, you have. But you have not lost (any) horns. Therefore, you have 
horns’ (‘Quod non perdidisti, habes. Cornua autem non perdidisti; cornua ergo habes’, Seneca, Epistulae 
Morales, 49,8).
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carried by (6) is not met, then, for Frege, this amounts to a semantic catastrophe: (6) 
will either lack Sinn (on his early view) or Bedeutung (on the mature view). In con-
trast, if the presupposition triggered by ‘quit’ is not met, no catastrophe will occur. 
If (6) is indeed analysable as a two-part sequence, then (provided that a sequence 
is, logically, a conjunction; cf. SB 44) (6) will be false if Bertrand has never been 
a smoker. Now one might claim that the complex predicate ‘… quit smoking’ can 
only be applied to past smokers: uttering (6) if Bertrand has always been a non-
smoker would thus involve a kind of category mistake that results in a truth-value 
gap (cf. Sellars, 1954, p. 202). On Frege’s logical view, however, there aren’t sortal 
constraints of this kind. The predicate ‘… quit smoking’ is either a genuine concept 
word that maps any argument to a truth-value (including bizarre arguments such as 
‘the smallest prime number’) or it altogether lacks a sense. (In Sect. 7, I shall say 
more about these issues.)

From a Fregean point of view, then, we ought to distinguish F-presupposition 
triggers from multi-propositional items. This is not to deny that factives, change of 
state verbs and proper names have something in common. In all of these cases, there 
is a projective content that is generally undeniable and alethically relevant. There 
are, however, two observations that speak in favour of the Fregean account.

First, consider (6) again. Somebody uttering (6) will usually take it for granted 
that Bertrand did smoke in the past. So what is at-issue in this case is, plausibly, the 
present smoking status of Bertrand. But now consider a case in which (6) has been 
transformed into a question (and in which a little more contextual information is 
supplied):

(6a) I notice that Bertrand keeps chewing on his pencil. Has he recently 
stopped smoking?19

What is at-issue in (6a) is the smoking status of Bertrand in the past, while it is 
taken for granted that he does not smoke at present. In gestalt theoretical terms, the 
‘figure’ of (6) is the ‘ground’ of (6a), and vice versa. Frege’s multi-propositional 
account offers a possible explanation for this symmetry, and his idea that F-presup-
positions have a peculiar status is supported by the observation that no such contex-
tually induced gestalt shift can happen in the case of existential presuppositions (if 
they are triggered by names or indexicals). There is no imaginable context in which 
the second sentence of (6a) might be used to ask whether Bertrand, or ‘he’, exists.20

The second point is this: if a sentence contains two independent thoughts, then if 
we subtract one of these thoughts, there is a thought left that may be expressed sepa-
rately. Consider, again, sentence (6) and ask yourself what you get when you think 
away the presupposition that Bertrand used to smoke. What you get is a thought 

20 The idea that descriptions (as opposed to names and indexicals) may carry ‘new’ information is famil-
iar from the debate on accommodation, and in some cases, sentences involving descriptions may even 
be uttered with the main intention of informing an addressee about somebody’s existence. Consider an 
example due to Horn (1996, p. 306): ‘A: John is very attractive / B: Yes, and his wife is lovely too.’.

19 I have borrowed the example (with slight modifications) from Abbott (2006, p. 11). As a referee 
informed me, examples of that kind were first offered by Karttunen (in an unpublished 1973 paper).
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that can easily be expressed by a sentence: ‘Bertrand does not smoke at present’. In 
contrast, there is no, or at least no straightforward, way of expressing precisely the 
content of (6) minus its existential presupposition: ‘Bertrand, who (perhaps) doesn’t 
exist, quit smoking’ does not sound felicitous. Of course, there are means of ‘brack-
eting’ existential commitments: you might say, for instance, ‘Sherlock Holmes lives 
in Baker Street’ (when it is contextually clear that you are talking about the denizens 
of a fictional universe) or ‘According to the Canon, Holmes lives in Baker Street’ 
(where the relativization to such a universe is made explicit), but it appears difficult 
to surgically remove the thought that Bertrand exists from a sentence such as (6).

Note finally that a Fregean account of factives and change of state verbs also 
makes correct predictions on what is at issue when such words are used. Potts (2015, 
p. 172) has claimed that a sentence such as (6) ‘has the at-issue content that [Ber-
trand] does not smoke at present … and the presupposition that he smoked in the 
past’, and that is arguably correct if the term ‘at-issue content’ is defined as a con-
tent that does not project.21 In another, and more intuitive, sense of that word, how-
ever, Potts’s claim seems clearly false. What is at-issue in an unembedded sentence 
involving the verb ‘quit’ is, trivially, a change, and if a change is analysed as a com-
pound thought, then the two thoughts intertwined in such a sentence seem to stand 
on a par. (Similarly, we wouldn’t want to say that a sentence of the form ‘A knows 
that p’ has the at-issue content that A believes that p, though that is the non-projec-
tive content.)

6  Catastrophes and colouring

In the last section, I explained why change of state verbs and factives are not exam-
ples of F-presupposition. According to the Fregean analysis, words such as ‘stop’ 
rather express several thoughts at once. Let us now turn to another kind of example.

Yablo has claimed that there are cases in which presupposition failures are ‘non-
catastrophic’, where a non-catastrophic failure is ‘the phenomenon of a sentence 
still making an evaluable claim despite presupposing a falsehood’ (2006, p. 164). 
Yablo notes (correctly, I think) that Frege is committed to the claim that presuppo-
sition failures are generally catastrophic.22 In the next step, he mentions a possible 
counterexample:

(7) Alfred has still not come (Ged 64; FR 331).

Now suppose, following Yablo (2006, p. 169), that ‘still’ is, ‘by the usual tests’, a 
presupposition trigger that conveys the idea that the speaker has been expecting 
Alfred’s coming. Even if that condition is not met, (7) will express a truth-evaluable 
thought, i.e. the thought that Alfred has not come. Accordingly, on Yablo’s view, 

21 Note that Potts (2015, p. 168) does not define ‘at-issue content’ in that way (as far as I see, he has 
never offered a definition); he rather notes that that term ‘corresponds’ to Fregean sense and to Grice’s 
notion of ‘what is said’, and he also explains at-issueness in terms of the ‘speaker’s central message’.
22 But recall from Sect. 2 that Frege is not concerned with felicity constraints on claims.
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Frege ought to have said that there are at least some non-catastrophic presupposition 
failures.

Now some scholars construe ‘still’ not as a presupposition trigger but instead as 
a device that carries a conventional implicature (see, e.g., Horn, 2007, p. 49). How-
ever, what is at issue here is not the distinction between these two contemporary 
notions but rather the difference between the modern notions and Frege’s. So let us 
suppose, for the sake of argument, that ‘still’ is indeed an example of presupposi-
tion. For Frege, in contrast, ‘still’ is not an F-presupposition trigger but rather an 
example of what he calls ‘colouring’ or ‘hinting’.23 On Frege’s view, there are at 
least three phenomena that ought to be distinguished here:

(a) F-presuppositions (proper names) convey an alethically relevant content that is 
not part of the Sinn of a sentence.

(b) Multi-propositional sentences (‘know’, ‘because’, ‘after’ etc.) convey several 
alethically relevant contents that are part of the Sinn of a sentence.

(c) Colourings or hints (‘still’, ‘cur, ‘alas’, ‘but’ and many other words) convey a 
content that is alethically irrelevant.

Note that all of these phenomena involve devices that convey projective contents 
and that may thus look similar when you apply the ‘usual tests’ to them, but from a 
Fregean perspective this is not a particularly good reason for lumping them together. 
Frege’s reason for treating ‘still’ not as an example of F-presupposition is precisely 
that ‘still’ neither affects the thought expressed by the rest of the sentence nor con-
veys a separate thought. The thought expressed by (7) is simply the proposition that 
Alfred has not come. Thus, what distinguishes such cases of colouring from F-pre-
suppositions is the very fact that, in the case of colouring, failures cannot possibly 
be catastrophic. For illustration, consider another example: when a speaker S utters.

(8) The cur howled the whole night (Logik 152; FR 240),

S thereby conveys a negative attitude towards a certain dog. However, the thought 
expressed by (8) is simply the thought that the dog howled the whole night, and if 
this is the case, then (8) expresses a true thought quite independently of S’s actual 
attitudes. (If S has a positive or a neutral attitude towards the dog, S’s utterance will 
be infelicitous but still true.)24 F-presupposition failures, on the other hand, may be 
catastrophic; that is exactly what is constitutive of a Voraussetzung.

So, contrary to Yablo’s suggestion, ‘still’ is not a counterexample to Frege’s 
account. Nevertheless, Frege’s claim that the use of singular terms always 

23 For Frege, ‘colouring’ is a term that covers any kind of ‘information’ that is part of a sentence’s con-
tent (Inhalt) but which has nothing to do with the expression of thoughts (KÜ 214; FR 300). Cf. Neale 
(1999), Horn (2007, 2013), Künne (2010, pp. 444–454), Sander (2019,  2021).
24 Since items such as ‘still’ or ‘but’ are alethically irrelevant, they cannot give rise to substitution prob-
lems. If ‘She is poor, but she is honest’ is true, then ‘She is poor, but 3 is prime’ is true as well, although, 
as Frege (SB 44) notes, the ‘illumination’ of the latter sentence seems inappropriate.
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presupposes a Bedeutung (SB 39) is, if taken at face value, clearly too strong.25 For 
example, it has long been known that predicative uses of descriptions (‘Macron isn’t 
the king of France’) are frequently non-catastrophic (Geach, 1950, p. 85; Straw-
son, 1964, p. 112). And there also non-catastrophic sentences such as ‘The king of 
France has his hand on your shoulder’ (Fodor, 1979, p. 201) where a vacuous term 
appears in subject position. But note that such counterexamples pose no threat to 
Frege’s general idea. One may still claim that it is only proper names that may have 
catastrophic consequences, whereas items such as ‘know’ or ‘still’ are guaranteed to 
be non-catastrophic.

7  The asymmetry between concept words and names

In Sect. 2, I showed that Frege never officially acknowledged F-presupposition trig-
gers that aren’t proper names, and in the last two sections I discussed Frege’s rea-
sons for not treating items such as ‘know’ or ‘still’ as examples of F-presupposition, 
but instead as examples of multi-propositionality or colouration. Now is there is a 
reason why only proper names can lead to the semantic ‘catastrophe’ Frege was con-
cerned with? Frege is committed to a general distinction between proper names and 
functions, and it is clear why names can cause such problems: a proper name may 
be vacuous such that the sentence it is part of will fail to refer to a truth-value (or, on 
his early view, fail to express a thought).

Can the same problem arise for concepts or functions in general? I don’t think 
so. What, at first glance, may seem like a counterpart to empty terms in the realm 
of concepts, i.e. empty predicates, clearly does not generate problems of that kind. 
Whatever you substitute for ξ in ‘ξ is different from itself’ or ‘ξ is a unicorn’, the 
resulting sentence will, as Frege repeatedly insists, express a false thought (cf. ASB 
133, LPM 193; GLA, § 74, FA 87).

What about concept words that express partial functions or that are semantically 
defective in other ways (ill-defined, vague, etc.)? For instance, one might argue that 
the sentence ‘5 is a unicorn’ is neither true nor false since the notion of unicorn 
hasn’t been defined for abstract objects. It seems clear, however, that on Frege’s view 
sentences involving defective concept words not only lack Bedeutung but also Sinn. 
That concepts must have clear boundaries is a recurrent leitmotif in Frege’s works:

A definition of a concept (a possible predicate) must be complete; it has to 
determine unambiguously for every object whether it falls under the concept 
or not (whether the predicate can be applied to it truly). Thus, there must be 
no object for which, after the definition, it remains doubtful whether it falls 
under the concept, even though it may not always be possible, for us humans, 
with our deficient knowledge, to decide the question. Figuratively, we can also 

25 Frege clearly would not claim that names occurring in indirect speech carry existential presupposi-
tions. So the word ‘always’ should be taken with a grain of salt.
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express it like this: a concept must have sharp boundaries. (GGA II, § 56; BLA 
II, 69)

Predicates that do not meet this constraint of having ‘sharp boundaries’ are just 
‘concept-like constructions’ (begriffsartige Bildungen) and sentences containing 
such predicates will not express ‘any graspable sense’.26 This does not mean, of 
course, that the word ‘Christian’, which is one of Frege’s examples of such a predi-
cate (GGA II, § 56; BLA II, 69), is as non-sensical as the pseudo-sentence ‘Every 
anej bazes at least two ellah’ (cf. GLG 297; CP 297), but it lacks Sinn nonetheless. 
Accordingly, neither empty predicates nor ill-defined predicates may result in sen-
tences expressing a thought without having a truth-value (cf. LPM: 193-4, PW 178-
9). Such a ‘catastrophe’ may happen only as a result of vacuous terms. (There is one 
passage in Frege’s works that seems to suggest otherwise; I shall defer discussion of 
it until the next section.) On Frege’s mature view of F-presupposition failure, there 
is then indeed only one kind of presupposition trigger, i.e. names.

On Frege’s early view, in contrast, a sentence involving a vacuous name won’t 
express a thought in the first place. Accordingly, a definition of presupposition fail-
ure in terms of reference failure would not make much sense on such a view. All that 
is available to proponents of the early view is a general notion of nonsense, which 
may be due either to employing a non-referring name or to using an ill-defined 
concept-word.

8  Final interlude: Christians, square roots, and mythical plants

In the previous section I claimed that, on Frege’s mature view, there is a funda-
mental asymmetry between names and concept words: names may have a sense 
while lacking Bedeutung whereas concept words may lack a Bedeutung only if 
they do not express a graspable sense. Accordingly, an indeterminate concept 
word may result in some kind of nonsense but not in a genuine truth-value gap. 
There is, however, a passage in one of Frege’s posthumous works that may sug-
gest that there are also concept words that have Sinn while lacking Bedeutung. If 
that were Frege’s considered view, it would be hard to explain why Frege men-
tions only proper names as F-presupposition triggers. If presupposition failures 

26 Couldn’t one argue (as a referee did) that Frege’s ‘concept-like constructions’ are not terms such as 
‘heap’, but instead ‘unsharp predicative entitities’, i.e. the Bedeutungen of such expressions? First, such 
a reading does not fit well with Frege’s using the term ‘construction’ (Bildung), which he uses frequently 
when talking about the formation of symbols or the products of such formations (see, e.g., SB 42; FR 
164, LPM 195; CP 180). Second, a defence of such a reading would require explaining away several pas-
sages (see, e.g., ASB 133; FR 178) in which Frege appears to deny that vague terms have a Bedeutung 
in the first place. For a detailed attempt to that effect, see Puryear who argues that, for Frege, ‘unsharp 
concept-words lack a Bedeutung from the logical point of view’ (2013, p. 129), but not a Bedeutung (full 
stop). See also Künne (2010, pp. 262–3) who considers (but rejects) the claim that vague concept-words 
may have a Bedeutung that is dependent on the sentential context. For reasons of space, I shall here 
assume that the near consensus view (according to which vague terms lack a Bedeutung) is right.
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are, ultimately, failures of reference, then why don’t we also F-presuppose that 
the concept words we use refer to concepts?

So let us take a closer look at the passage mentioned above. Here is what Frege 
ASB 133; FR 178) says:

(ASB) It must be determinate for every object whether it falls under a con-
cept or not; a concept word which does not meet this requirement on its 
Bedeutung is bedeutungslos. E.g. the word ‘μῶλυ’ (Homer, Odyssey X, 
305) belongs to this class, although it is true that certain marks are supplied. 
For this reason, the context cited need not lack a sense (braucht jene Stelle 
noch nicht sinnlos zu sein), any more than other contexts in which the name 
‘Nausicaa’, which probably does not stand for (bedeutet) or name (benennt) 
anything, occurs. But it behaves as if it names a girl, and it is thus assured 
of a sense.

There is a discernible tension between this passage and other post-1891 writings 
mentioned in the last section. In his ‘Logik in der Mathematik’, Frege clearly says 
that expressions defined by conditional definitions or by ‘implicit definitions’ do 
not have a sense (LM 248, PW 230; LM 230, PW 213), and in his Grundgesetze 
he asks two rhetorical questions:

(GGA) [1] Would, for example, the proposition, ‘Every square root of 9 is 
odd’, have any graspable sense if square root of 9 were a concept without 
sharp boundaries? [2] Does the question, ‘Are we still Christians?’, indeed 
have a sense if it is not determined to whom the predicate Christian can be 
truly applied and from whom it must be withheld? (GGA II, § 56; BLA II, 
69-70; numerals added).

How might we deal with that tension? There are two salient options. First, one 
may claim that Frege seriously considered both accounts, opting eventually for the 
radical view of denying Sinn as well as Bedeutung to sentences containing vague 
terms (cf. Williamson, 1994, p. 46). This, however, seems to entail that Frege failed 
to give a definite content to his own technical terms. If Sinn is a legitimate and clear 
notion, shouldn’t it have been more or less obvious to Frege whether vague concept 
words do have a sense? Given the principle of charity, this is exegetically a less-
than-ideal solution. Second, one may offer a reading of (ASB) and (GGA) which 
shows that the tension between these two passages is only apparent.

On the one hand, one may claim that (ASB) presents Frege’s official account 
while (GGA) only appears to say that vague terms do not have a sense. This is the 
reading favoured by Künne (2010, p. 265). Künne claims that, in (GGA) [2], Frege 
uses ‘Sinn’ not as a technical term but more colloquially. Accordingly, Frege’s ques-
tion ought to be rendered thus: ‘Does it make sense to ask the question whether we 
are still Christians ….?’ But Künne’s proposal does not appear to work for (GGA) 
[1], which is about the content of an assertive utterance. Moreover, we would also 
need an explanation for why Frege, in his ‘Logik in der Mathematik’, claimed that 
conditional definitions do not confer a sense to their definienda (while also claiming 
that the fictional name ‘Scylla’ does have a sense; LM 243, PW 225).
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Accordingly, I think the best way to maximize coherence is to take (GGA) at face 
value and to show that (ASB) is less committal than it may appear. So how might we 
reconcile these two passages? The first thing to note is that Frege, in (ASB), does 
not claim that ‘mōly’ indeed has a sense. His wording is much more careful: he says 
that the passage involving ‘mōly’ need not lack a sense. The second important thing 
is that Frege’s treatment of ‘mōly’ is part of a discussion of the difference between 
extensional and intensional accounts of logic (Umfangslogik vs. Inhaltslogik). Here 
Frege partially sides with the extensional approach. What intensional logicians over-
look, on his view, is that in logic, as in science in general, mere sense is not enough: 
we ought to take the step from sense to reference (ASB 133; FR 178). Now when 
talking about such a step, Frege frequently uses fiction as an example where such 
a step obviously cannot be taken (cf. SB 33): in contrast to scientific terms such 
as ‘the celestial body most distant from the earth’ (SB 28; FR 153) that may have 
a Bedeutung, fictional terms such as ‘Sherlock Holmes’ obviously lack Bedeutung. 
And if Frege is primarily interested in that contrast, his claim that ‘mōly’ need not 
lack sense ought not to be understood as asserting that that term does have a sense 
but rather as a mere concession that it might have.27 What is dialectically important 
for Frege is only that it plainly lacks Bedeutung.28

So I think that Frege’s considered post-1891 view is that a concept word may only 
lack Bedeutung if it also lacks sense, and, given some Fregean assumptions, such a 
view may also be systematically more attractive than the alternative. First, compare 
the Homerian example to the description ‘the largest prime number’. Since Euclid, 
it has been known that this description does not pick out a number, but this can only 
be known because the complex concept word ‘x is a prime number & x is larger than 
any other prime number’ has a graspable sense. In contrast, a term such as ‘mōly’ 
lacks clear boundaries: the Odyssey tells us only that mōly is a plant with black roots 
and petals white as milk. Of course, there are such plants, but we don’t know which 
(if any) of these plants is meant. Accordingly, one might say that a sentence such as

(9) This plant (which has black roots and white petals) is mōly.

does not only lack Bedeutung. Things are actually worse here than in the case of 
‘the largest prime number’, which is provably a non-referring term. We cannot know 
whether (9) is true or false, and this is plausibly due to a lack of graspable sense.29

The second point is this: as far as I see, nearly all Frege scholars assume that 
Frege’s notion of sense is subject to a particular cognitive criterion, which is most 
clearly articulated in one of his posthumous writings:

27 More specifically, Frege’s dialectical move here may not be a genuine concession but rather a mere 
‘transeat’, i.e. an ‘admission of the irrelevant’ (see Angelelli 1970, p. 808).
28 Cf. Diamond (1995, p. 159) who similarly claims that Frege ascribes sense to ‘mōly’ ‘only in an 
attenuated way’.
29 For essentially the same reasons, fictional names may, at best, have only a ‘partial sense’. As Dummett 
(1981, p. 160) has noted, ‘there is no saying what would warrant identifying actual people as their bear-
ers’.
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Now two sentences A and B can stand in such a relation that anyone who rec-
ognizes the content of A as true must straightaway (ohne weiteres) also rec-
ognize the content of B as true and, conversely, that anyone who accepts the 
content of B must immediately (unmittelbar) accept that of A (equipollence). 
… So one has to separate off from the content of a sentence that part that 
alone can be accepted as true or rejected as false. I call this part the thought 
expressed by the sentence. It is the same in equipollent sentences of the kind 
given above. (KÜ 213, FR 299f)

This criterion, which is clearly not without its problems (see Sander, 2016; Tex-
tor, 2018), suggests that sense is ‘transparent’: you cannot possibly know the sense 
of two words  w1 and  w2 without knowing immediately whether  w1 and  w2 express 
the same sense, and if sense is indeed transparent, then the same should go for 
other semantic relations such as incompatibility (think, for instance, of ‘rich’ and 
‘poor’).30 Now it seems as though the content conveyed by vague concept words 
is not transparent: you can grasp the content of two vague expressions without 
knowing how exactly they are semantically related. Think, for instance, of the two 
words ‘burger’ and ‘sandwich’: ordinary speakers can successfully apply these two 
words to prototypical burgers and paradigmatic sandwiches, but as soon as ques-
tions such as ‘Is a hamburger a kind of sandwich?’ arise, they are in a quandary, 
and this may be a reason for denying sense to such terms. Such a view might appear 
‘ruthless’ (Williamson, 1994, p. 46), but on closer inspection it may turn out to be 
rather innocuous: Sinn, after all, is a specific kind of cognitive content that, as Burge 
has argued again (1979) and again (1990), ought not to be confused with linguis-
tic meaning, and while denying meaning to such words as ‘heap’ would indeed be 
hopeless, denying sense to them is a defendable view.

9  Conclusion

Some scholars have claimed that certain misreadings of Frege are due to our project-
ing current concepts and current research interests onto Frege’s works. For instance, 
as mentioned in the last section, Burge has argued that we shouldn’t confuse Frege’s 
notion of Sinn with the contemporary notion of meaning. Similarly, Harcourt (1999) 
claims that Frege’s account of indexicals has been frequently misunderstood because 
scholars have failed to ask why Frege was interested in words such as ‘I’ or ‘here’, 
and Smith (2000) has argued that the prevailing scepticism concerning Frege’s judg-
ment-stroke is due to a particular modern conception of logic, not shared by Frege.

What I’ve been attempting to show in this paper is, similarly, that Frege’s notion 
of Voraussetzung is not to be confounded with the current notion of presupposition. 
Thus, Frege’s focus on Eigennamen is not due to a lack of interest in the ‘full range’ 
of presuppositional phenomena. Since Frege’s interest in what he called ‘Voraus-
setzungen’ was primarily sparked by the problem of truth-value gaps, his notion of 

30 This is rarely acknowledged in the literature, but see Horty (2007, p. 9).
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F-presupposition covers considerably fewer phenomena than its modern descendant. 
Sentences containing proper names may fail to have a truth-value. Sentences con-
taining presupposition triggers such as ‘know’ or ‘still’ may not (or, more exactly, 
not for the reason that they do contain such triggers); they rather express sequences 
of entangled thoughts or merely imbue a sentence with some kind of colouring.

Now should we care about Frege’s idiosyncratic notion of F-presupposition? We 
probably shouldn’t if the descendant notion were an essential part of a largely suc-
cessful and generally accepted theory of presupposition. Exaggerating somewhat, 
there is, however, no such theory. There are, more specifically, at least two signifi-
cant problems surrounding presuppositions that have not yet been solved. First, the 
status of semantic presuppositions is uncertain: while many, perhaps most, contem-
porary theorists think that presuppositions do come in two flavours, semantic and 
pragmatic, some others have argued that semantic presupposition is a myth (Boër 
& Lycan, 1976; Grice, 1989, pp. 269–282; Bach, 1999, pp. 328–329). Second, the 
borderline between presupposition and its ‘close neighbor’ (Abbott, 2006, p. 2), con-
ventional implicature, has proven to be rather permeable: many linguistic devices 
such as appositives, clefts, expressives, words such as ‘even’ etc. have appeared on 
either side of the border. More generally still, there are several mutually incompati-
ble theories and taxonomies of ‘non-at-issue’, ‘procedural’ or ‘use-conditional’ con-
tents (see, e.g., Horn, 2007, 2013; Predelli, 2013; Gutzmann, 2015; Wilson, 2016), 
and some scholars have explicitly proposed to abandon traditional categories such as 
presupposition in favour of more fine-grained successor notions (Tonhauser et al., 
2013; Potts, 2015, pp. 191–193). In such a theoretical predicament, Frege’s original 
notion of Voraussetzung deserves more attention as a theoretical competitor. More 
specifically, Frege’s idea that existential presupposition is a phenomenon sui generis 
may be worth a closer look.
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