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In  Synonymity (reprinted  in  Semantics  and  the  Philosophy  of  Language,  edit.  Leonard 
Linsky,  Univ.  of  Illinois  Press,  1952)  Benson  Mates  formulated  an  argument  against 
substitution salve veritate as an adequate basis on which to define synonymy. To illustrate 
the general lines of the problem, assume that the next two claims are true:

I) Any adequate definition of synonymy will have the consequence that any two 
expressions are synonymous in a language L iff they may be interchanged salva 
veritate in each sentence of L in which they occur.

II) There exists an adequate definition of synonymy.

Now,  suppose  that  the  predicates  ‘recursive’ and  ‘computable’ are  synonymous.  Now 
consider the truism that  

(1) Nobody doubts that whoever believes that ƒ is recursive, believes that ƒ recursive. 

According to the proposed definition of synonymy it follows from (1) that 

(2) Nobody doubts that whoever believes that ƒ recursive, believes that ƒ computable. 

But if someone doesn’t know that ‘recursive’ and ‘computable’ are synonymous, (2) may be 
false even though (1) is true. Since the same argument will work for any pair of purportedly 
synonymous  expressions,  it  shows  that  synonymous  expressions  cannot  always  be 
substituted one for the other salva veritate. This seems to pose a problem for I) and for the 
freegan  principle  of  compositionality  on  which  it  rests,  because  in  a  compositional 
semantics  for  language,  substitution  salve  veritate  appears  to  be  at  least  a  necessary 
condition for the synonymy of any pair of words. 

In this paper I will try to show that we can find, within a freegan framework, a satisfactory 
solution to this problem that allow us to keep an adequate definition of synonymy and a 
principle of compositionality. The proposed solution will be meta-semantic in nature since 
it will appeal to epistemic matters regarding what a subject should know in order to assert  
that  he  understands  the  meaning  of  a  sentence  like  (2).  According  to  Bob Hale  “Two 
sentences have the same truth condition i  anyone who understands both of them can tell,ff  
without  determining  their  truth-values  individually,  and  by  reasoning  involving  only 
compact entailments, that they have the same truth-value.” (Hale 2001 “Grundlage 64” in 
The  reason’s  proper  study:  essays  towards  a  neo-fregean  philosophy  of  mathematics, 
Oxford Univesity Press, p. 102) According to this claim, the fact that somebody doesn’t 
understand  the  meaning  of  one  of  the  terms  involved  in  a  sentence  like  (2),  doesn’t 
undermine the fact that it has the same truth conditions as (1). I will also suggest that it 
doesn’t allow us judge it as false under a freegan framework.  


