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Monsters in the visual mode?

Lewis (1980) makes the following observation concerning how the notion of truth-in-English
should be specified by the grammar of English: "To be sure, we could speak a language in
which `As for you, I'm hungry.' is true iff `I'm hungry.' is true when the role of speaker is shifted
from me to you - in other words, iff you are hungry. We could - but we don't. For English, the
speaker is not a shiftable feature of context."

For his purposes, Lewis might have made his point in a slightly different way. He might
have said: "To be sure, we could speak a language in which `As for him, I'm hungry.' is true iff
`I'm hungry.' is true when the role of speaker is shifted from me to him - in other words, iff he is
hungry. We could - but we don't." This Pseudo-Lewis example would illustrate Lewis's point as
effectively: for English, the speaker is not a shiftable feature of context.

I don't know of any language that works in the way illustrated by Lewis in his example.
But I do know a language that works in the way described by Pseudo-Lewis. Actually, I know
many languages of this sort: they are the sign languages used by the Deaf communities all
over the world. They are ``languages whose forms consist of sequences of movements and
configurations of the hands and arms, face, and upper torso. Typically, [they] are perceived
through the visual mode." (Newport & Supalla 2001). In these languages, it is quite common
for the speaker to be a shiftable feature of context. In my talk, I investigate how this
phenomenon should be analyzed and I discuss its consequences for the notion of truth-in-a-
natural-language.


