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Chapter 1: The Need for New Foundations 

 In this book, I will argue that the revolution in the study of language, mind, 

and meaning led by advances in philosophical logic from Frege through Tarski, 

Kripke, Montague, and Kaplan must be reconceptualized.  Although much progress 

has been made by adapting intensional logic to the study of natural language, the 

resulting theoretical framework has limitations that require rethinking much of 

what has guided us up to now. I will begin by sketching where we are in the study 

of linguistic meaning and how we got there, after which I will identify three main 

ways in which I believe the current theoretical framework must change. 

 The story begins with the development of symbolic logic by Gottlob Frege 

and Bertrand Russell at the end of the 19
th

 and beginning of the 20
th

 centuries.  

Initially, their goal was to answer two questions in the philosophy of mathematics: 

What is the source of mathematical knowledge? and What are numbers? They 

answered (roughly) that logic is the source of mathematical knowledge, that zero is 

the set of concepts true of nothing, that one is the set of concepts true something, 

and only that thing, that two is the set of concepts true of some distinct x and y, and 

nothing else, and so on. Since the concept being non-self-identical is true of 

nothing it is a member of zero; since the concept being the Hempel lecturer in 2013 

is true of me and only me, it is a member of the number one; since the concept 

being my son is true of Greg and Brian Soames, and only them, it is a member of 

the number two. Other integers follow in train.  Since numbers are sets of concepts, 

the successor of a number n is the set of concepts F such that for some x of which F 
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is true, the concept being an F which is not identical to x is a member of n. Natural 

numbers are defined as those things that are members of every set that contains 

zero, and that, whenever it contains something, always contains its successor.  

Multiplication is defined as repeated addition, while addition is defined as repeated 

application of the successor function.  In this way arithmetic was derived from 

what Frege and Russell took to be pure logic. When, in similar fashion, classical 

results of higher mathematics were derived from arithmetic, it was thought that all 

classical mathematics could be so generated. So, logic was seen the foundation of 

all mathematical knowledge. 

 That, at any rate, was the breathtaking dream of Frege and Russell. The 

reality was more complicated. Their first step was the development of the predicate 

calculus (of first and higher orders), which combined truth-functional logic, 

familiar from the Stoics onward, with a powerful new account of generality 

supplanting the more limited syllogistic logic dating back to Aristotle. The key 

move was to trade the subject/predicate distinction of syllogistic logic for an 

expanded version of the function/argument distinction from mathematics. Applied 

to quantification, this meant treating the claim that something is F as predicating 

being true of something of the property, being F or, in Russell’s convenient 

formulation, of the function that maps an object onto the proposition that it is F, 

while treating the claim that everything is F as predicating being true of each object 

of that property or function. The crucial point, resulting in a vast increase in 

expressive power, is the analysis of all and some as expressing higher-order 
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properties of properties or propositional functions expressed by formulas of 

arbitrary complexity.
1
 

 Although the first-order fragment of Frege’s system was sound and 

complete – in the sense of proving all and only genuine logical truths – the 

concepts needed to define and prove this (while also proving that the higher-order 

system was sound, but like all such systems, incomplete)  were still 50 years away.  

In itself, this didn’t defeat the reduction of mathematics to logic. More serious was 

the intertwining of this early stage of modern logic with what we now call “naïve 

set theory” – according to which for every stateable condition on objects there is a 

set (perhaps empty, perhaps not) of all and only the things satisfying it. To think of 

this as a principle of logic is to think that talk of something’s being so-and-so is 

inter-changeable with talk of its being in the set of so-and-so’s.  

When Russell’s paradox demonstrated the contradiction at the heart of this 

system, it quickly became clear that the principles required to generate sets without 

falling into contradiction are less obvious, and open to greater doubt, than the 

arithmetical principles that Frege and Russell hoped to derive from them. This 

undercut the initial epistemological motivation for reducing mathematics to logic. 

Partly for this reason, the subsequent boundary that grew up between logic and set 

theory was one in which the latter came to be viewed as itself an elementary 

mathematical theory, rather than a part of logic. Reductions of mathematical 

                                                        

1
 ‘F’ and ‘G’ are here used as schematic letters. 
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theories to set theory could still be done, with illuminating results for the 

foundations of mathematics, but the philosophical payoff was not what Frege and 

Russell initially hoped for.
2
 

This philosophical shortcoming was compensated by the birth of new 

deductive disciplines – proof  and model theory – to study the powerful new logical 

systems that had been developed. A modern system of logic consists of a formally 

defined language, plus a proof procedure, often in the form of set of axioms and 

rules of inference.  A proof is a finite sequence of lines each of which is an axiom 

or a formula obtainable from earlier lines by inference rules. Whether or not 

something counts as a proof is decidable merely by inspecting the formula on each 

line, and determining whether it is an axiom, and, if it isn’t, whether it bears the 

structural relation to earlier lines required by the rules.  Since these are trivially 

decidable questions, it can always be decided whether something counts as a proof, 

thus forestalling the need to prove that something is a proof. In a purely logical 

(first-order) system, the aim is to prove all and only the logical truths, and to be 

able to derive from any statement all and only its logical consequences.  

These notions are defined semantically.  To think of them in this way is to 

think of them as having something to do with meaning.  Although this wasn’t how 

the founder of model theory, Alfred Tarski, initially conceived them, it is how his 

work was interpreted by Rudolf Carnap and many who followed. The key idea is 

                                                        

2
 This story is told in much greater detail in chapters 1, 2, 7, and 10 of Soames (2014). 
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that we can study the meaning of sentences by studying what would make them 

true. This is done by constructing abstract models of the world and checking to see 

which sentences are true in which models. When a sentence is true in all models it 

is a logical truth; when the truth of one sentence in a model always guarantees the 

truth of another, the second is a logical consequence of the first; when two 

sentences are always true together or false together they are logically equivalent, 

which is the logician’s approximation of sameness of meaning. 

By the mid 1930s, the model and proof theories of the first and second-

order predicate calculi were well understood and inspiring new projects. One was 

modal logic, which introduced an operator it is logically/analytically/necessarily 

true that – the prefixing of which to a standard logical truth produces a truth. Apart 

from confusion about what logical, semantic, or metaphysical notion was to be 

captured, the technical ideas soon emerged.  Since the new operators are defined in 

terms of truth at model-like elements, logical models for modal languages had to 

contain such elements, now dubbed possible world-states, thought of as ways the 

world could have been. This development strengthened the Fregean idea that for a 

(declarative) sentence S to be meaningful is for S to represent the world as being a 

certain way, which is to impose conditions the world must satisfy if S is to be true.  

Hence, it was thought, meaning could be studied by using the syntactic 

structure of sentences plus the representational contents of their parts to specify 

their truth conditions. With the advent of modality, these conditions were for the 

first time strong enough to approximate their meanings. To learn what the world 
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would have to be like to conform to how a sentence (of a certain sort) represents it 

is to learn something approximating its meaning. The significance of this advance 

for the study of language can hardly be overstated.  Having reached this stage, we 

had both a putative answer to the question What is the meaning of a sentence? and 

a systematic way of studying it.  

This is roughly where the philosophically inspired study of linguistically 

encoded information stood in 1960. Since then, philosophers, philosophical 

logicians and theoretical linguists have expanded the framework to cover large 

fragments of human languages. Their research program starts with the predicate 

calculi and is enriched piece by piece, as more natural-language constructions are 

added. Modal operators include it is necessarily the case that, it could have been 

the case that, and the counterfactual operator if it had been the case that ___, then 

it would have been the case that ___.  Operators involving time and tense can be 

treated along similar lines. Generalized quantifiers have been added, as have 

adverbs of quantification, and propositional attitude verbs such as believe, expect, 

and know. We also have accounts of adverbial modifiers, comparatives, intensional 

transitives, indexicals, and demonstratives. At each stage, a language fragment for 

which we already have a truth-theoretic semantics is expanded to include more 

features found in natural language. As the research program advances, the 

fragments of which we have a good truth-theoretic grasp become more powerful 

and more fully natural-language like. Although there are legitimate doubts about 

whether all aspects parts of natural language can be squeezed into one or another 
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version of this representational paradigm, the prospects of extending the results so 

far achieved justify optimism about eventually arriving at a time when vastly 

enriched descendants of the original systems of Frege and Russell approach the 

expressive power of natural language, allowing us to understand the most basic 

productive principles by which information is linguistically encoded. 

This, in a nutshell, is the dominant semantic conception in theoretical 

linguistics today. If all that remained were to fill in gaps and flesh out empirical 

details, philosophers would have done most of what was needed to transform their 

initial philosophical questions about mathematics into scientific questions about 

language.  However, we haven’t yet reached that point.  While the dominant 

conception has made progress in using truth conditions to model representational 

contents of sentences, it has not paid enough attention to the demands that using 

and understanding language place on agents. Given the logical, mathematical, and 

philosophical origins of the enterprise, it could hardly have been otherwise.  When 

what was at stake was, primarily, the investigation of the logical, analytic, or 

necessary consequences of mathematical and scientific statements, there was no 

theoretically significant gap to be considered between what a sentence means and 

the claim it is used to make, and hence no need to investigate either how speaker-

hearers might fill such gaps or of studying what understanding and using a 

language consist in, and no need to individuate thoughts or meanings beyond 

necessary equivalence.   



 13 

There have, to be sure, been important attempts to address these issues as 

the dominant semantic model has extended its reach beyond the formal languages 

of logic, mathematics, and science. We need, for example, to look no further than 

David Kaplan’s logic of demonstratives, to find a way of accommodating the idea 

that what a sentence means and what it is standardly used to say are -- though 

systematically related – not always the same.  What we don’t find in Kaplan, or in 

the dominant approach generally, is any retreat from the idea that advances in the 

understanding the semantics of natural language are closely and inextricably tied to 

advances in extending the reach of the methods of formal logic and model theory.   

This, I believe, must change if we are to reach our goal of founding a truly 

scientific study of language and information. 

In this book, I will outline three steps in that direction. First, I will use 

examples involving several linguistic constructions to argue that we must stop 

oversimplifying the relationship between the information semantically encoded by 

(a use of) a sentence (in a context), on the one hand, and the assertions it is there 

used to make, the beliefs it is there used to express, and the information there 

conveyed by an utterance of it, on the other.  It has often been assumed that the 

semantic content of a sentence is identical, or nearly so, with what one who accepts 

it thereby believes, and with what one who utters it thereby asserts. This is far too 

simple; the gap between the semantic contents of sentences and the information 

contents of their uses is much greater.  
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Second, I will argue that we need to pay more attention to what 

understanding a linguistic expression E requires -- beyond, or other than, knowing 

of the representational content of E that it is the content of E. It is often assumed 

that since meaning is semantically encoded information, and since the information 

encoded by a non-indexical sentence S is the proposition p it expresses, 

understanding S is knowing of S that it encodes p. I will argue that this is not so. 

Semantic knowledge of this simple representational sort is insufficient for 

understanding because, as I will illustrate in chapter 4, to understand a word, phrase 

or sentence is to be able to use it in expected ways in communicative interactions 

with members of one’s linguistic community, which involves graded recognitional 

and inferential ability that often goes well beyond a cognitive grasp of content.
3
 

The semantic knowledge in question is also unnecessary for understanding a 

sentence because, as I will argue in chapters 2 and 4, to understand S is to be 

disposed to use S to entertain p – which, contrary to what is often assumed, doesn’t 

require being disposed to make p the object of one’s thought, or to predicate any 

relation as holding between S and p.  Once we have a proper understanding of what 

propositions really are, it will be easy to see that to entertain one is not to have any 

thought about, or cognition of, it at all, but to perform the cognitive operations in 

terms of which the proposition is defined. 

                                                        

3
 This point is developed at length by my student Brian Bowman in his dissertation Bowman (2012). 
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This brings me to the final, and most foundational, change in the theoretical 

framework needed in our quest for a truly scientific study of language and 

information. Up to now, theorists have identified the semantic content of a sentence 

with information that represents the world as being a certain way, but they haven’t 

yet given a plausible story about what such a piece of information is, whether 

linguistically encoded or not.  This is our most urgent task, and the one on which I 

will concentrate the most.  

The  currently dominant semantic approach correctly maintains that S 

represents things as being a certain way, and so has truth conditions, because the 

information S encodes -- the proposition it expresses -- represents things that way, 

and so has truth conditions. However, it misidentifies those propositions as 

functions from possible world-states to truth values, or, more simply, as sets of 

possible world-states (or other truth-supporting circumstances). However, neither 

such functions nor such sets can play the roles of propositions -- as (i) primary 

bearers of truth and falsity, (ii) objects of belief, assertion, and other attitudes, (iii) 

contents of perceptual and cognitive states, and (iv) meanings of (some) sentences. 

There are three main reasons supporting this negative conclusion. 

First, both functions from world-states to truth values and sets of such 

world-states are too coarse-grained to be meanings of sentences or objects of the 

attitudes. Worse, the strategies cooked up to mitigate the problem – (a) substituting 

finer-grained truth supporting circumstances for world-states, (b) developing a 

discourse model that substitutes so-called “diagonal propositions” for propositions 
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semantically expressed as objects of crucial assertions, and (c) using two-

dimensional semantic theories to assign pairs of coarse-grained propositions to 

sentences have all failed to solve the problems they were supposed to address.
4
 

Second, coarse-grainedness aside, neither sets of world-states nor functions 

from such to truth values can be meanings of sentences, while also being primary 

bearers of truth conditions. Meanings are the interpretations of sentences rather 

than entities that themselves require interpretation.  But without interpretation by 

us, a set of world-states doesn’t have truth conditions at all.  In and of itself, such a 

set doesn’t represent anything as being one way rather than another, and so doesn’t 

impose any conditions the world must satisfy if the putative proposition is to be 

true. Consider the set containing just world-states 1, 2, and 3.  Is it true or false? 

Since the set doesn’t represent anything as being one way or another, it can’t be 

either. We could, if we wanted, interpret it as representing the actual world-state 

as being in the set, and so as being true iff no world-state outside the set were the 

unique world-state that is instantiated. But we could equally well interpret it as 

representing the actual world-state as not being in the set, and so as being true iff 

no world-state inside it was instantiated. Without interpretation by us, the set 

doesn’t represent anything, and doesn’t have truth conditions. Since propositions 

aren’t things we interpret, but are themselves the interpretations we give to 

sentences, they aren’t sets of world-states.  

                                                        

4
 Regarding (a) see Soames (1987, 2008), regarding (b) see Soames (2006a), regarding (c) see 

(Soames (2005).  
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The function that assigns truth to some world-states and falsity to others is 

no better. Suppose we replaced truth and falsity with 1 and 0. What does a function 

that assigns 1 to some states and 0 to others represent? Without interpretation by us, 

it doesn’t represent anything. Nor, as indicated by (i) – (iv), does it help to appeal 

to truth and falsity rather than to 1 and 0.     

(i)  Truth is the property that a proposition has when the world is at the 

proposition represents it to be, as well as a property which, when predicated 

of a proposition p, gives us a claim – that p is true – that one is warranted in 

accepting, asserting, rejecting, denying, believing, or doubting iff one is 

warranted in taking the same attitude to p.  Since this is what truth is, 

propositions are conceptually prior to truth, in which case truth can’t be one 

of the things from which propositions are constructed.   

(ii)  Even if this weren’t so, the function that assigns world-states 1-3 truth, and 

all others falsity,  doesn’t, in and of itself, represent anything as being one 

way rather than another – any more than does the set of world-states of which 

it is the characteristic function.  The illusion that it does comes from telling 

ourselves a story that relies on a different, conceptually prior, notion of 

propositions. In this story, which depends on thinking of world-states as 

properties that can be predicated of the universe, each assignment of a truth 

value to a world-state w is correlated with the proposition that predicates w 

of the universe -- which is thereby true (false) iff the universe is (isn’t) in 

state w. A function from world-states to truth values can then be associated 

with the (possibly infinite) disjunction of the propositions correlated with its 

assignments of truth to world-states.  However, far from vindicating the idea 

of such functions are propositions, it presupposes an antecedent conception 

of propositions according to which they are not such functions. 
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(iii)  The conception of propositions as functions from world-states to truth values 

goes hand in hand with a conception of properties as functions from world-

states to extensions. This flies in the face of taking the “worlds” of possible 

worlds semantics to be properties – for surely a world-state isn’t a function 

from world-states to anything. But if properties have to be taken as basic, 

rather than explained away, surely propositions should have the same status. 

(iv) It is better not to take world-states as primitive either. The best account takes 

them to be properties of making complete world-stories (the constituents of 

which are propositions) true.  Thus, both truth and world-states are 

conceptually downstream from propositions, and so are not the conceptual 

building blocks from which propositions are constructed.
5
 

Finally, the proponent of possible worlds semantics faces a dilemma.  

Suppose, as is common, the theorist takes the two-place predicate xs is true at yW 

(where the variable ‘xs’ is assigned a sentence S and the variable ‘yW’ is assigned a 

world-state W) to be an undefined primitive. Then, the theorist has no way of 

answering the question, “What, if anything, does the theorem For all world-states 

yW , ‘Mi libro es rojo’ is true iff at yW , my book is red, tell us about the meaning of 

the Spanish sentence?” By contrast, suppose one understands xs is true at yW 

(relative to an assignment of S and W to the respective variables) as telling us that 

if W were instantiated then the proposition that S actually expresses would be true. 

To understand ‘is true at’ in this way is to presuppose antecedent notions of the 

proposition S expresses and the monadic notion of truth applying to it. Taking 

                                                        

5
 See Soames (2007) and chapter 5 of 2010a). 
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these notions at face value, the theorist can use the commonsense truism -- if ‘S’ 

means, or is used to express, the proposition that P, then necessarily the proposition 

expressed by ‘S’ is true iff P -- together with the truth-conditional theorem -- For 

all world-states yW, ‘Mi libro es rojo’ is true iff at yW , my book is red -- to conclude 

that the sentence ‘Mi libro es rojo’ means something necessarily equivalent to the 

proposition that my book is red. 

Although taking this route doesn’t identify what the sentence means, it does 

allow us to extract substantial information about it’s meaning from a statement of 

its truth conditions at possible world-states. The price of this happy result is the 

obligation to explicate the prior notions of the proposition expressed by S and the 

monadic notion of truth applying to it. Since possible-worlds semanticists have 

typically refused to acknowledge this price, let alone to pay it, they are in no 

position to claim that their theories provide any information at all about meaning. 

By contrast, those of us who wish to preserve the great progress in the study of 

language made by applying the methods of intensional semantics to natural 

language must find a way of paying the price for them by explaining what 

propositions really are and how they can be added to possible-worlds semantic 

theories as genuine truth-condition determiners.   This is our most serious problem. 

It is tempting to think that it can be solved by returning to traditional 

Fregean or Russellian conceptions of structured propositions.  However, the utility 

of such conceptions is severely limited.  Taking their cues from these traditional 

theories, many contemporary proponents of structured propositions address the 



 20 

coarse-grainedness problem by using n-tuples of objects and properties to model 

propositions.  Although this approach does a better job of individuating the objects 

of the attitudes than does any conception of propositions as constructions of truth-

supporting circumstances, contemporary conceptions of structured propositions 

don’t go far enough.  As I will argue at length in later chapters, they, like possible-

worlds conceptions of propositions, wrongly foreclose needed analyses of the 

assertions made, and beliefs expressed by, many utterances, including, most 

obviously, utterances of propositional attitude ascriptions. Worse, the n-tuples 

standardly employed by contemporary proponents of structured propositions are 

merely models of the real things. Since n-tuples, or any other purely formal 

structures of objects and properties, don’t, without interpretation by us, represent 

the world as being one way rather than another, they can’t be meanings or primary 

bearers of truth conditions. The same is true of the propositions originally proposed 

by Frege and Russell, as attested by recent work on the so-called problem of the 

unity of the proposition, which undermined them.
6
   

The concern underlying the so-called unity problem was also the basis for 

Donald Davidson’s most telling objection to semantic theories that postulated 

structured propositions as meanings of sentences.  Commenting on traditional 

conceptions of propositions in 1967, he aptly remarked. 

“Paradoxically, the one thing meanings do not seem to do is oil the wheels of a 

theory of meaning – at least as long as we require of such a theory that it non-

                                                        

6
 See Soames (2010b), chapters 2, 3, 7, and 9 of Soames (2014a), and chapter 3 of King, Soames, 

and Speaks (2014). 
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trivially give the meaning of every sentence in the language.  My objection to 

meanings in the theory of meaning is not that they are abstract or that their 

identity conditions are obscure, but that they have no demonstrated use.”
7
 

His complaint was that taking structured propositions to be the meanings (or, in 

more recent terminology semantic contents) of sentences (relative to contexts) 

doesn’t help in constructing a theory of meaning, unless one can read off how a 

sentence represents things to be from the specification of the structured proposition 

it expresses.  Since this crucial information can’t be read off Fregean,  Russellian, 

or any other traditional account of structured propositions, a new conception of 

propositions is needed.
8
 

To provide such a conception, while retaining the insights of Frege and 

Russell, we must reverse their explanatory priorities. Instead of deriving the 

intentionality of agents from independently representational propositions, we must 

explain the intentionality of propositions in terms of the conceptually prior ability 

of agents to represent the world in thought and perception. This will be my task in 

the next chapter. 

 

 

                                                        

7
 Davidson (200) quoted at pp. 21-22. 

8
 See pp. 49-55 of Soames (2010b) for discussion. 
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Chapter 2 

The Metaphysics and Epistemology of Information 

What are Propositions? 

In this chapter I sketch a theory of propositions capable of playing the 

roles required of them in our theories of thought, language, and perception. 

The key constraint shaping the account is that real propositions are not things 

we, or other cognitive agents, interpret; they are not instruments we or they 

use to carry information; they are not entities we or they endow with 

intentionality. Rather, propositions are inherently representational entities that 

are capable of being true or false, independent of any actual use to which we or 

other agents put them. The constraint is demanding, since, as I indicated in the 

previous chapter, there are reasons to believe that no set-theoretic 

construction of objects, properties, world-states or other denizens of Plato’s 

heaven, could ever be inherently representational bearers of truth conditions 

in this sense. 

The most fundamental defect of traditional conceptions of propositions 

is that the intentionality of propositions is treated as conceptually and 

explanatorily prior to that of agents who bear attitudes to them.  On the 

traditional conception, agents who entertain propositions cognitively 

represent things as bearing certain properties and standing in certain 

relations because the propositions they entertain do.  The problem with trying 

to derive the intentionality of agents from the unexplained intentionality of 
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propositions is that we have no understanding of what such primitively 

representational entities are, of how we cognize them, or of why our cognizing 

them in the required way results in our ability to represent things as bearing 

properties and standing in relations. Suppose, however, we start at the other 

end, taking it as an uncontested certainty that agents represent things as being 

certain ways when they think of them as being those ways.  We then ask “What 

kind of entity P and what relation R can play the role of propositions and 

entertaining, by virtue of the fact that for an agent to bear R to an entity of 

kind P guarantees that the agent represents things as being a certain way?”  If 

we can find such a P and R, we might explain the intentionality of entities of 

kind P by deriving it from the intentionality of agents who bear R to them.  For 

example, we may identify a particular entity of kind P such that for an agent to 

bear R to it just is for the agent to represent object o as being red.  Such an 

entity might then be deemed true iff that way of representing o  represents o 

as it really is.  The entity itself – the putative proposition – could then be 

counted as representing o as red, because an agent who entertains it is 

guaranteed to do so. 

When the task of identifying propositions is thought of in this way, one 

answer to the question “What are propositions and what is it to entertain one?” 

stands out above all others. Propositions are repeatable, purely 

representational, cognitive acts or operations the performance of which results 

in concrete cognitive events; to entertain a proposition is to perform it. Suppose, 
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for example, that I perceive or think of a certain book B as red. In such a case, I 

do something, namely, perform the act of predicating redness of B, which is to 

represent B as red. The act itself can be said to represent B as red in a sense 

analogous to the derivative sense in which some acts are said to be intelligent, 

stupid, thoughtful, or irresponsible. For an act to be intelligent is not for it to 

be a quick and powerful thinker, even though that is what it is for an agent to 

be intelligent (in the primary sense).  By the same token, for an act to be stupid 

is not for it to be a slow learner, for an act to be thoughtful is not for it to be 

empathetic, and for it to be irresponsible is not for it to be heedless of its 

obligations. For an act to be one of these is for it to be one the performance of 

which marks an agent as behaving intelligently, stupidly, thoughtfully, or 

irresponsibly -- which is how those who are intelligent, stupid, thoughtful, or 

irresponsible often act.    

The related senses in which for an act to have a certain property is for an 

agent who performs it to have a related property is also exhibited by insults and 

refutations. To insult someone is to do something. Nevertheless, some acts, which 

are things done, are properly said to be insulting because for an agent to perform 

them is for the agent to insult someone. When one says, referring to an act 

performed in a certain situation, “That was an insulting thing to do,” what one says 

is true iff it is possible to accurately describe the agent as doing something – e.g. 

making a gratuitiously disparaging remark about a setback suffered by one’s 

conversational partner in order to publically humiliate him – from which it follows 
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that the agent insulted the man. Taking act types to be fine grained – in the sense in 

which writing a book and writing a book about propositions are different acts 

(because to perform the latter is also to perform the former but not conversely) -- 

we may characterize insulting acts as those every possible performance of which 

involves an agent insulting someone. In short, insulting acts are acts that insult, in a 

derivative sense.  

A similar point can be made about refutations.  For one to validly derive the 

negation of what x said from true premises is for one to refute x.  Here, the act 

itself may be said to refute x (in a derivative sense) because (a) it is possible to 

perform it, and (b) to perform it is to refute x. Thus, it would not be surprising to 

encounter the following dialog:  “What do you plan to do?  I plan to refute x by 

deriving the negation of what x said from true premises. ” The point is not that this 

kind of smooth transition between properties of agents and related properties of 

acts always occurs; it doesn’t.  The point is that it can and does occur when the 

connection between the two properties is particularly tight and there is reason to 

exploit it 

The connection between the secondary sense in which representational 

acts represent and the primary sense in which the agents who perform them 

do fits this model.  Since to perform the act of representing B as red just is to 

represent B as red, performing it guarantees that one represents B as red. 

When to perceive or think of B in this way is to represent B accurately, we 

identify a property this way of perceiving or thinking has. The bearer of the 
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property is the proposition that B is red, which is the minimal cognitive or 

perceptual act or operation in which one predicates redness of B. The property 

is truth, which the act has iff for one to perform it is for one to represent B as it 

really is.  The chief utility of characterizing not just agents, but the acts or 

operations they perform as being representational in this way is to have 

individual cognitive elements that can be assessed for accuracy in this way. 

To entertain a proposition is not, as Frege or the early Russell would have 

you believe, to think of it in a special way; it is to perform it. This is the 

attitude on which other propositional attitudes are based. To judge that B is 

red is perform the predication in an affirmative manner, which involves 

accepting it as a basis for possible action. To affirm or accept that B is red is 

not to predicate any property of the act, or to make it an object of cognition, 

but to react to one’s performance of it by forming, or activating already formed, 

dispositions to act, both cognitively and behaviorally, towards B in ways 

conditioned by ones attitudes toward red things, e.g. to avoid B if repelled or 

to pursue B if attracted by them. In short, to judge that B is red is for one’s 

predicating redness of B to coincide with one’s forming or activating certain 

dispositions. To believe that B is red is to be disposed to judge that it is. To 

know that B is red is, roughly, for B to be red, to believe that B is red, and to be 

safe, or to be cognitively justified, in so believing. To assert that B is red is to 

commit oneself, by uttering something, to knowing that B is red. These 

attitudes – judgment, belief, knowledge, and assertion – all aim at truth. But 
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the story is the same for other attitudes -- e.g., doubting, denying, disproving, 

and imagining – that don’t aim at truth.  Nevertheless, the objects of these 

attitudes – the things doubted, denied, disproved, or imagined – may be true 

or false, just as the things judged, believed, known, or asserted may be.  Indeed, 

the very same proposition (e.g. that B is red) that is believed by one person 

may be doubted, denied, disproved or merely considered by another. This 

suggests that the intentionality of both sets of attitudes is due to something 

common to them all and more basic than each. Thus, it is not any of these 

attitudes, but their objects that, in the first instance, represent things as being 

certain ways, and so have truth conditions independently of agents’ further 

affirmative, negative, or non-committal stances toward them. 

Faced with this fact, one may wonder how, if propositions have their truth 

conditions independently of all attitudes agents bear to them, the 

intentionality of agents can be source of the intentionality of propositions. 

Although it is natural to be puzzled, the premise of the question is incorrect.9 If 

the intentionality of propositions were independent of all attitudes agents 

bore to them, the intentionality of agents wouldn’t be the source of the 

intentionality of propositions. But the intentionality of propositions isn’t 

independent of the intentionality of all attitudes.  The intentionality of a 

proposition p just is the intentionality of the conceptually fundamental ur-

                                                        

9
 Thanks to Paul Boghossian for raising this issue. 
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attitude of entertaining p. To  entertain the proposition that B is red is to 

represent B as red.  The obvious intentionality of this act is the intentionality 

of the proposition because the act of entertaining the proposition just is the 

proposition.  After all, the act of performing any act A is identical with A.  Since 

entertaining a proposition is performing it, the intentionality of the act of 

entertaining it is the intentionality of the proposition itself. 

This, I propose, is the basis of a plausible naturalistic epistemology and 

metaphysics of propositions.  Since entertaining, believing, and knowing p 

don’t require cognizing p, any organism that can perceive or think of things in 

its environment as being certain ways can bear these attitudes to propositions 

whether or not it can predicate properties of propositions, or know anything 

about them.  Knowing or believing something about propositions requires a 

further cognitive ability which human beings have, but which some less 

sophisticated cognitive agents don’t: the ability to focus on one’s own 

cognitive acts and distinguish them from one another.  One who can do this 

can, in principle, ascribe propositional attitudes to oneself and others, and 

predicate properties of propositions.  Focusing on their own cognitive 

experience, sophisticated agents can discriminate different propositions as 

different particular ways of thinking or perceiving. This, in turn, allows them 

to acquire the notion of truth, in part from numerous examples -- “the 

proposition that o is red is true if o is red, it isn’t true if o isn’t red,” etc. -- and 

in part by recognizing the general point that a proposition is true iff things are 
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as it represents them to be. In this way, the cognitive conception of 

propositions avoids the Platonic epistemology of traditional conceptions and 

demystifies our acquaintance with, and knowledge of, propositions by taking 

both to be grounded in concrete cognitive experience.  

That is the idea behind propositions as purely representational 

cognitive acts or operations, or sequences of such.  In the simplest case, the act 

is predicating a property of an object.  More complex propositions are more 

complex acts or sequences, but the idea is the same. In speaking of 

predications and other cognitive operations as acts, I don’t mean that they are 

always intentional or even conscious.  They aren’t.  Nevertheless, they are 

doings in which things are cognized as being one way or another.  The result is 

representation.  What a proposition represents is always read off the sequence 

of cognitive acts with which it is identified. The truth conditions of a 

proposition are derived from a statement of what it represents.  Thus, a 

proposition that represents o as being red (without representing anything 

further) is true iff o is red.  Truth conditions are relativized to world-states by 

characterizing a proposition p as being true at w iff were w instantiated, and 

hence actual, things would be as p (always) represents them to be. What p 

represents is not indexed to world-states; p represents what any agent who 

entertains p (at any conceivable world-state) represents by performing p. Since 

this doesn’t vary from world-state to world-state, the truth conditions of a 

proposition don’t vary from state to state.  So, the proposition that o is red is 
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true at w iff were w instantiated, o would be as any conceivable agent who 

entertains it would thereby represent o as being.  It follows that no one has to 

entertain the proposition that o is red, or any other proposition, at w in order 

for it to be true at w. 

Since propositions are cognitive acts, one may think that in order for 

any cognitive acts to exist at w, some agents must hence must perform some 

cognitive acts at w.10  Fortunately, whether or not this is so is not much of an 

issue.  Suppose it is so.  From this supposition plus the previous result it 

follows that propositions can be true at world-states without existing there.  

But this is no cause for puzzlement. If p represents x as F, then for p to be true 

at w is just for x to be F at w. Since this carries no expectation that the 

proposition exists at w, its existence or non-existence is irrelevant to its truth. 

It might, of course, be argued that in order for a proposition to represent at all, 

it must be epistemically possible for some possible agent or other to entertain, 

i.e. perform, it. This in turn might be seen as requiring the proposition to exist 

at some epistemically possible world-state. Suppose so. This has no effect on 

the unproblematic result that propositions can be true at world-states at 

which they don’t exist.  Given what propositions are, we don’t need any 

                                                        

10
 It would, I think, be too much to require an act to have been performed in order for it to exist.  

When acts are complex and performing them requires performing a series of basic constituent acts -- 

like identifying a property and an object and predicating the property of something – it may be 

enough that each of the constituent acts have been performed.  For a discussion of this, see my 

chapters 6 and 12 of King, Soames, and Speaks (2014).  Here, I confine myself to the natural 

thought that in order for any acts to exist at w some agents must perform some acts or other at w. 
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portentous true-in a world-state vs. true-at-a world-state distinction to ensure 

their truth at world-states at which they don’t exist. 

One might, however, wonder, what it is to predicate a property of an object.  

Though I don’t have a definition, there are some things to be said. To predicate 

redness of B is to perceptually or cognitively represent B as red, which is to see, 

visualize, imagine, or to cognize B as red in some other way. These are different 

ways of predicating, not different doings in addition to predicating.  Seeing B as 

red is not predicating redness of B plus doing something else (the doing of which is 

no part of the predicating), nor is imagining B as red predicating redness plus doing 

a different something else. To see B as red is to predicate redness of it in a certain 

way; to imagine B as red is to predicate redness of it in a different way. Since these 

different ways don’t involve performing a second act the doing of which is no part 

of the predicating, there is no bare event of predicating redness of o that isn’t 

identical with one of seeing o as red, visualizing o as red imagining o as red, or 

cognizing o as red in some other way. There are no mode-neutral events of bare 

predication. 

We also predicate redness of B when we judge or assert that B is red.  

Doing these things does involve doing something over and above predicating. 

To judge B to be red is to predicate redness of B affirming what one has done in 

the sense of forming or activating certain distinctive cognitive and behavioral 

dispositions (which we may take it to be “doing something,” broadly 

construed). In such cases we represent B as red, while taking a further stance 
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toward our representational act. All events of judging o to be red involve 

predicating redness of B plus this further cognitive doing. The same is true of 

hypothesizing, questioning, and doubting.  Asserting that B is red by uttering “B 

is red” is similar, with the proviso that among the extra doings are the 

linguistic acts of using the name ‘B’ to refer to B and using ‘red’ to refer to the 

color.  Having done these things we use ‘is red’ to predicate the color of the 

item we use ‘B’ to designate. Due to the public nature of language, and the 

ability of its speakers to avail themselves of semantic contents with which 

they may not otherwise be familiar, even speakers who have never 

encountered either B or redness may predicate the latter of the former. 

There is, we may assume, a proposition, distinct from all others, which 

consists simply of predicating redness B. Subject to qualifications, we may we may 

here further suppose that there is a single proposition semantically encoded by the 

sentence ‘B is red’. But cognitive events in which one entertains that proposition 

are typically events in which we entertain other propositions too. When we see or 

visualize B as red, we also see or visualize it as some specific shade, as well as 

having other properties. Similarly, when we imagine or think of B as red, there is 

often something other than being red that goes into our cognition of the predication 

target. In such cases we predicate redness plus other properties of B, thereby 

entertaining several propositions. Predicating properties often comes in clusters, as 

do entertaining, judging, believing, and asserting propositions.  
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Although propositions are the objects of assertion and primary bearers of 

truth, we also speak of sentences, or sentences in contexts, as being true. A proper 

semantic theory captures this by first assigning objects, properties, functions, and 

operations to words and phrases. Sentences are assigned propositions, which are 

sequences of cognitive acts involving these things, specified in a way that allows us 

to read off how these propositional acts represent things. A proposition p is true at 

a world state w iff were w to be instantiated things would be as p represents them.  

Sentences (in contexts) may said to bear the truth conditions of the propositions 

they semantically express.  However this special notion of truth conditions must 

not be confused with a different, more ordinary, sense in which uses of sentences 

have truth conditions. Typically when we speak of the truth or falsity of a sentence 

as used on a given occasion, we mean the truth or falsity of the proposition or 

propositions it is used on that occasion to assert – which may go beyond, or even 

fail to include, the proposition semantically expressed by the sentence uttered. 

Before illustrating how cognitive propositions can be integrated into 

semantic theories, and the advantages of doing so, I pause to flag an objection. 

Propositions, the ojbection maintains, can’t be acts because propositions aren’t 

things we do! We can entertain the proposition that arithmetic is incomplete but 

we can’t do it; to think otherwise is to make a category mistake. I disagree; to 

think otherwise is to realize that our task is not to capture so-called “intuitions” 

about our untutored thought and talk, but to articulate a conception of 

propositions capable of playing the roles required of them in our philosophical, 



 34 

and fledgling scientific, theories of language and mind. Because of this, 

ordinary-language arguments about what propositions cannot be aren’t 

decisive.   

Nor are such arguments normally taken to be decisive in semantics or 

the philosophy of language. Quite apart from foundational metaphysical 

questions about what propositions are, it is common in these fields to take 

them to be the meanings – or semantic contents -- of some non-indexical 

sentences, despite the fact that this cuts strongly against the grain of some 

ordinary ways of speaking about meaning.  How strongly this identification 

cuts against the grain is illustrated by the following passage from Richard 

Cartwright (1962).   

If what someone asserts on some occasion [namely a proposition] is itself 

the meaning which the words he utters have, on that occasion of their 

utterance, then anything predicable of what he asserts must also be 

predicable of the meaning of his words.  But it is obvious on very little 

reflection that ever so many things predicable of what is asserted cannot 

(on pain of nonsense) be predicated of the meaning of a sentence.  And the 

fundamental point to be noticed in this connection is that although we may 

predicate of something asserted that it is (or was) asserted, this cannot be 

predicated of the meaning of a sentence.  It simply makes no sense to say 

that someone asserted the meaning of a sentence [my emphasis]…Just as the 

meanings of sentences cannot be asserted, neither can they be affirmed, 
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denied, contradicted, questioned, challenged, discounted, confirmed, 

supported, verified, withdrawn, repudiated, and whereas what is asserted 

can be said to be accurate, exaggerated, unfounded, overdrawn, probably, 

improbable, plausible, true, or false, none of these can be said of the 

meaning of a sentence.11   

To appreciate Cartwright’s point it is enough to consider examples like 

(1a) and (1b). 

1a. Bill asserted/proved/contradicted/supported/questioned/withdrew the 
proposition that mathematics is reducible to logic. 

  b. *Bill asserted/proved/contradicted/supported/questioned/withdrew the 
meaning of the sentence ‘Mathematics is reducible to logic’. 

Whereas the examples in (1a) sound fine, those in (1b) sound like category 

mistakes – i.e., to be incoherent or without sense (when they are not taken as 

suggesting some entirely different content).  A similar distinction is illustrated 

by (2a) and (2b). 

2a. The proposition that mathematics is reducible to logic is 
plausible/probable/ untrue. 

  b. *The meaning of the sentence ‘Mathematics is reducible to logic’ is 
plausible/ probable/untrue. 

But, in fact, the examples in (1b) and (2b) are not incoherent or without sense, 

as Cartwright himself  later cane to realize.12  Given this, we have little reason 

to deny that some meanings are propositions, even though certain things truly 

                                                        

11
 at pp. 49-50 of the 1986 reprinting. 

12
 See the argument in the addenda, written in 1986, on pp. 52-53. 
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attributable to propositions initially sound as if they couldn’t be true of 

meanings, and conversely.   

A similar point can be made about the identification of propositions 

with purely representational cognitive acts.  We do, of course, have lots of 

particular thoughts about propositions, the relations they bear to one another, 

and the sentences that express them.  However, our general pretheoretic 

conception of what they are isn’t very substantial. Insofar as we have one – 

apart being from the bearers of truth and objects of the attitudes -- it is, I 

should think, that they are ways of thinking of, or mentally representing, 

things. It is this to which we philosophers appeal when we explain 

propositions to students or other nonphilosophers using truisms like when we 

believe or assert something, there is something we believe or assert. When we 

then ask What are these things?, the typical unprompted response is that they 

are ways of thinking, conceiving, or imagining things – cognitive acts, 

operations, episodes, or states in which agents think, imagine, conceive, or 

represent things as being certain ways. Because this is such a natural thought, 

the neophyte thinks that when the things thought of, imagined, conceived, or 

represented are as they are thought, imagined, conceived, or represented to be, 

the thought/proposition is true.   

The result of this probing of common sense is in keeping with the 

conception of propositions as purely representational cognitive acts.  The 

problem, of course, is that in making propositions things agents do, this 
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conception also has a highly counterintuitive consequence.  The difficulty we 

face is, as Cartwright’s prescient article was designed to show, that every other 

articulated conception of what propositions are has counterintuitive 

consequences of its own. Since we need propositions in our theories, we 

shouldn’t be satisfied with continuing to  regard them as mysterious we-know-

not-whats.  Instead, we need to articulate informative theoretical conceptions 

of what propositions are, to explore their theoretical advantages, and to weigh 

those against their pretheoretic costs.   

That will be my strategy. In the remainder of this chapter and those 

that immediately follow, I will spell out the advantages to be gained from 

adopting an act-based conception of propositions.  With those advanges in 

mind, I will return in the final chapter to the foundational metaphysics and 

epistemology of propositions. There, I will summarize the case for identifying 

propositions with purely representational cognitive acts, identify the source of 

the erroneous “intuition” that propositions can’t be things we do, and indicate 

how we are able to arrive at knowledge of propositions without knowing -- 

and even while harboring misleading “intuitions” about -- what they are.  Until 

then, I will be engaged in theory construction. 

Semantics:  Complex Sentences and Propositions 

I start with simple sentences involving direct reference and predication. 

For each name we specify a referent and for each simple predicate an n-place 

property. Example (3) is an interesting case. 
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3. The proposition expressed by ‘Socrates exists’ is the cognitive act of 
predicating existence of Socrates, which represents him as existing. 

Socrates nonexistence doesn’t prevent us from referring to, or predicating 

properties of, him. Since the proposition that he exists is the act of predicating 

existence of him, it obviously exists, even though he doesn’t exist. The idea 

that the existence of a structured proposition requires the existence of its 

constituents is the result of the wrong conception of propositions. 

 Next we add operators mapping properties onto properties – negation 

and disjunction, for example. When predicating one property represents x as 

being A and predicating another represents x as being B, predicating the 

negation the first represents x as not being A, while predicating the disjunction 

of the two represents x as being A or B.  Similarly, for conjunction. This gives 

us the examples (4). 

4a. The proposition expressed by ‘Fido isn’t human’ is the act of negating 
being human, and predicating not being human of Fido. This proposition 
represents Fido as not being human. 

  b. The proposition expressed by ‘Martin is fat and happy’ is the act of 
conjoining being fat and being happy, and predicating being fat and 
happy of Martin.  This proposition represents Martin as being fat and 
happy.   

  c. The proposition expressed by ‘Mary isn’t fat or happy’ is the act of 
disjoining being fat and being happy, negating being fat or happy, and 
predicating not being fat or happy of Mary. This proposition represents 
Mary as not being fat or happy.   

Examples like (4d) in which the truth predicate is negated are of special 

interest. When S is a declarative sentence, the clause that Sis a directly 
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referential term designating the proposition expressed by S.  This gives us 

results like (4d). 

4d. The proposition expressed by ‘That Los Angeles is west of San 
Francisco isn’t true’ is the act that consists of (i) predicating being west 
of <Los Angeles, San Francisco>, thereby entertaining the proposition 
that Los Angeles is west of San Francisco, (ii) negating being true, (iii) 
predicating not being true of the proposition mentioned in (i). This 
proposition represents the proposition that Los Angeles is west of San 
Francisco as not being true. 

This way of negating propositions requires making them objects of predication. 

Since the ability to entertain p doesn’t guarantee one can think thoughts about 

p, not all agents capable of bearing attitudes to propositions can predicate 

properties of them. If one can’t do this, one can’t predicate untruth of 

propositions. However, it is plausible that even unsophisticated agents can 

negate propositions. If they can, it would seem that there should be another 

way of negating them – and of conjoining and disjoining them too. 

It would appear that there is.  Let p represent A as being F (and nothing 

more) and q represent as B as being G (and nothing more). To disjoin p and q is 

to entertain p and to entertain q and to operate on p and q so as to represent A 

as being F or B as being G.  Similarly for conjoining and negating propositions, 

which, like disjunction, are operations on propositions that don’t involve 

predicating anything of them.  On this picture, in which to negate p is to 

represent Not A’s being F, all propositions involve predications at some level, 

but some propositions are operations on constituents that are, or depend on, 
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predications. With this, we get truth-functional cognition without making 

propositions objects of thought.  

However, there is a worry. In order for there to be representation, 

something, or some things, must be represented.  It is not obvious what that 

thing is when a negation represents Not A’s being F, or when a disjunctive 

proposition represents A as being F or B as being G?  What’s more, the kind of 

representation that is needed is not the kind in which a particular dot on a 

map represents Los Angeles (which doesn’t endow the representing entity 

with truth conditions).  For truth conditions to come into play, something 

must be represented as being some way or another.  So, we must ask, What is 

represented as being what way by the act that represents Not A’s being F, or by 

the act that represents A as being F or B as being G?  The easy thought is that it 

is the world, or the universe, or reality that is represented as not being such that 

A is F or as being such that A is F or B is G.  But that may seem extravagant.  If 

the goal was to make truth-functional cognition safe for agents with cognitive 

powers too limited to predicate properties of propositions, it is not evident 

that the goal can be achieved by requiring them to represent the universe as 

being a certain way.13 

Regarding negation, it would be enough if the cognitive agent in question 

represented its immediate environment E as not being such that A is F. Then, 

                                                        

13
 Thanks to Stephen Schiffer for pressing this worry. 
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for E to be as it is represented would be for E not to be such that A is F, which 

is simply for it not to be that A is F.  In fact, the agent could be seen as 

representing any object we like, including A, as not being such that A is F.14  We 

could also characterize the agent as representing something or other as not 

being such that A is F, or even as representing everything – i.e. each thing -- as 

not being such that A is F – by virtue of it’s being a matter of indifference to the 

agent which particular things are represented as being that way (since either 

everything will be not be such that A is F or everything will not be that way).  

One may even take this to be an appropriately deflationary understanding of 

what it is to represent the world as not being such that A is F – deflationary 

because it doesn’t require the agent to have a conception of any single thing as 

somehow being the totality of all things.  The key point is that given the 

negation operation and what the proposition p to which it applies represents, 

we can read off what the negation of p represents, and hence what its truth 

conditions are.  The same holds for conjunctions and disjunctions.  Thus, we 

can make sense of truth functional cognition without predicating properties of 

propositions. 

Conjunctions and disjunctions are useful in illustrating further points 

about the ways in which propositions are representational. Although I 

maintain that all propositions are purely representational acts, I do not 

                                                        

14
 Note, representing, not predicating.  Here the negation operation gives rise to a new 

representational claim that is not generated by a new predication. 
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maintain the converse.  Suppose, as some may think, that “conjunctive acts” 

and “disjunctive acts” are themselves acts, in the sense that when a and b are 

acts, doing both and doing either are further acts.   So, some may maintain, the 

fact that predicating redness of o and predicating greenness of o* are purely 

representational cognitive acts guarantees that the “conjunctive act” 

predicating redness of o and predicating greenness of o* and the “disjunctive act” 

predicating redness of o or predicating greenness of o* are themselves purely 

representational cognitive acts. However, they are not propositions, because 

they are not representational in the right way.   

First consider the “disjunctive act.”  For an act to be a proposition, 

every possible performance of it must be one in which the agent represents 

one and the same thing (or things) as being one and the same way (or ways). 

The “act” of either predicating redness of o or predicating greenness of o* 

doesn’t satisfy this condition, since some performances of it represent only o 

as being red and some represent only o* as being green. Because we can’t 

speak of the act itself as representing one thing or another, it is not a 

proposition. 

The contrast between the “conjunctive act” predicating redness of o and 

predicating greenness of o* and the act of entertaining a conjunction illustrates 

a related point.  Truth functionally compound propositions are complex 

representational acts the subcomponents of which are themselves 

propositional.  One who performs these complex acts may perform their 
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constituent representational acts to obtain arguments for further cognitive 

operations that will result, ultimately, in arriving at one’s final 

representational destination. Consider an agent who negates the proposition 

that o is red and o* is green. Such an agent predicates redness of o and 

predicates greenness of o*, thereby entertaining the propositions that o is red 

and that o* as green, and so representing o as being red and representing o* as 

green. These representational acts serve as the inputs of the operation of 

conjoining the propositions entertained, thereby entertaining the proposition 

that o is red and o* is green, and so representing o as being red and o* as being 

green.  This, in turn will serve as the input to negation. 

With this in mind, note the relationship between the compound 

representational act that is identical with the conjunctive proposition and the 

“conjunctive act” predicating redness of o and predicating greenness of o*.  

Anyone who performs the former performs the latter, but not conversely.  To 

perform the latter it is necessary not simply to represent o as being red and to 

represent o* as being green, but also to represent o as being red and o* as being 

green (thereby representing each thing as being such that o is red and o* is 

green).  One who merely performs the “conjunctive act” doesn’t do this.  

Consider, for example, someone who entertains and affirms, one by one, a 

substantial number of propositions – p1,…,pn -- thereby performing the 

“conjunctive act” of entertaining -- and, let us suppose, affirming -- all n 

propositions.  Recognizing his or her own fallibility, the agent may not affirm 
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(or even bother to entertain) their conjunction on the grounds of not wishing 

to undertake the further conjunctive commitment (for which he or she may 

lack the necessary evidence).  Hence the “conjunctive act” is not to be 

identified with the conjunctive proposition. 

In fact, it is no proposition at all because (a) its representational 

content is entirely parasitic on the propositional contents of its constituent 

(propositional) acts to which nothing further is added that is subject to 

rational evaluation, and (b) it can’t be negated, or operated on by any other 

operator that forms complex propositions from simpler ones.  For the 

negation operator to apply to a purely representational cognitive act, that act 

must have a single representational content. The act of (i) entertaining the 

proposition that o is red (ii) entertaining the proposition that o* is green, and 

(iii) applying the conjunctive operation to the two, thereby representing o as 

red and o* as green satisfies this condition, while the “conjunctive act” of 

performing (i) and (ii) does not.  Applying the negation operation to the result 

of (iii), one represents things as not being such that that o is red and o* is green.  

This illustrates a general point.  When I speak of complex propositional acts as 

representing so-and-so as being such-and-such, I am speaking of acts with 

single representational contents that may themselves be arguments of further 

operations and predications, leading in uniform and systematic ways to 

further, final acts with single representational contents. Since the “conjunctive 

act” of predicating being red of o and also predicating being green of o* 
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doesn’t have this feature, we can’t speak of what the act itself represents in the 

manner required for it to be a proposition. 

Next come intensional operations on propositions. Performing the 

operation of necessitation on the proposition that represents A as being F (and 

nothing more) gives us the proposition that represents the world as being such 

that necessarily A is F (which may be glossed along similarly deflationary lines 

to those just illustrated with negation).  In addition, applying the necessitation 

function to the property being F yields the property being necessarily F; so 

applying it to truth yields being necessarily true, which can be predicated of 

any proposition.  Propositions are also made objects of thought when one 

entertains attitude ascriptions like the proposition that John believes that 

Kripke isn’t Kaplan.  This proposition is the act of negating the identity 

relation, predicating not being identical of Kripke and Kaplan (thereby 

entertaining the proposition that Kripke isn’t Kaplan), and predicating the 

belief relation of John plus this proposition.  

Propositions expressed by sentences containing quantifiers can be 

treated as predicating properties of either complex properties or 

propositional functions.  Although the former may be the more realistic choice, 

I will here use the latter for ease of exposition. On this model, the proposition 

that all Gs are H is the act of (i) applying the all-function to the propositional 

function g to get the property being true of all objects to which g assigns a truth, 

and (ii) predicating this property of the propositional function h.  



 46 

Sentences containing complex singular terms require us to distinguish 

two senses of predication. So far, I have spoken only of direct predication. 

Direct Predication 
To directly predicate a property P of x, is to have x in mind as the thing 
represented as having P.  

Complex singular terms require the relation mediate predication holding 

between an agent, a property, and a function-argument pair f-plus-y.     

Mediate Predication 
To mediately predicate P of the complex f-plus-y is to aim to represent 
whatever, if anything, it determines (the value of f at y) as having P. 

E.g., the proposition that 6 cubed is greater than 14 squared is the act of taking 

6 as argument of the cubing function, taking 4 as argument of the squaring 

function, and mediately predicating being greater than of the cubing function 

plus its argument followed by the squaring function plus its argument. One who 

performs this predication may be said to indirectly predicate being greater 

than of the pair of numbers, the cube of 6 and the square of 14, determined by 

the two complexes.   

Indirect Predication 
Instances of the schema A indirectly predicates P of T (where ‘P’ is replaced 
by a term standing for a property P* and ‘T’ is replaced by a complex 
singular term) express the claim that the agent mediately predicates P* of 
the propositional content of ‘T’. 

Not being either direct or mediate predication targets, the numbers that are 

the cube of 6 and the square of 14 aren’t constituents of the proposition.  

Instead the pair of function-plus-argument constituents that are mediate 

predication targets of the relation being greater than are constituents. 
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 A similar story holds for Fregean definite descriptions, which express 

function-argument complexes in which the -function maps its argument 

function g onto the unique object to which g assigns a truth, if there is one, and 

otherwise is undefined. The proposition that the G is H is the act of taking g as 

argument of , and mediately predicating being H of the complex -plus-g. 

Although failure of  to be defined at g will render the proposition untrue, it 

won’t threaten its existence.  Just as one can look for the fountain the waters of 

which ensure eternal youth, even though there is no such thing, so one can 

indirectly predicate a property of the G, even when the -function doesn’t 

assign a value to the argument designated by the formula replacing ‘G’. 

With this distinction, we can solve Russell’s “Gray’s Elegy puzzle” from 

“On Denoting” that led him wrongly to conclude that complex singular terms 

are impossible.15  The key examples are given in (5), in which ‘M’ is a Millian 

name for the meaning of the description, which is assumed for reductio to be a 

singular term.  

5a. The first line of Gray’s Elegy is ‘The curfew tolls the knell of parting day’. 
  b. ‘The first line of Gray’s Elegy’ means M. 
  c. ‘The first line of Gray’s Elegy’ means the first line of Gray’s Elegy. 

Since  the symbol ‘M’ is assumed to name the meaning of the phrase ‘the first 

line of Gray’s Elegy’, Russell reasons that the two expressions should 

                                                        

15
 Bertrand Russell (1905).  For a revealing reconstruction, see Salmon (2005).  Although lean 

toward Russell in taking singular definite descriptions in English to be generalized quantifiers, I 

lean toward Frege in recognizing the legitimacy of complex singular terms conforming to his 

analysis. 
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contribute the same constituent to propositions (5b) and (5c), which, since 

they have the same structure, should be identical.  But they can’t be identical; 

for if the description means M, (5b) should be true, even though (5c) is false, 

because it identifies the meaning of the description with the thing it denotes. 

Russell resolves the conflict by embracing R and denying that (5b) expresses a 

proposition. 

 R If definite descriptions are singular terms, they express meanings that 
denote unique objects satisfying them (if such there be), which are the 
targets of predication in propositions expressed by sentences 
containing them. Thus, these meanings can never themselves be 
predication targets in any proposition in which they occur. 

Continuing to suppose, for reductio, that descriptions are singular terms, 

Russell concludes from R that there is no true singular proposition in which 

being what ‘the first line of Gray’s Elegy’ means is predicated of anything. For 

him, this ensures that no one can know of anything that it is what the 

description means. But surely, in order for E to mean something it must be 

possible to know of what E means that E means it. So, he concludes, it is 

impossible for meaningful definite descriptions (of any language) to be 

singular terms.   

The argument, which must be unsound, can be generalized to rule out all 

complex singular terms, including ‘2+2’.  Russell’s error in arriving at this false 

conclusion is in identifying propositions (5b) and (5c). Although they have the 

same constituents, they don’t have the same structure. Since propositions are 

cognitive acts, the structural relationships their parts bear are the roles they 
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play in the cognitive operations performed by agents who entertain them – 

roles like being predicated directly, or indirectly (of certain things), being 

targets (of certain predications), and the like. The structural difference 

between (5b) and (5c) is in how their common property is predicated of its 

arguments. The former is true because it directly predicates being what ‘the 

first line of Gray’s Elegy’ means of the complex M; the latter is false because it 

mediately predicates that property of the complex, and hence indirectly 

predicates that property of what M determines. This distinction -- between 

what one who entertains (5b) aims to represent as having a certain property vs. 

what one who entertains (5c) aims to represent -- is built into cognitive 

propositions.  

What made the distinction between these two proposition undetectable 

for Russell was his conception of propositions as Platonic entities the 

intentional properties of which are prior to, and independent of, agents who 

entertain them. Thinking of propositions in this way, and asking “What does M 

do in proposition (5c) that it doesn’t do in (5b)?”, he naturally answered 

“Nothing!” With cognitive propositions, we ask “What do agents use M to do 

when entertaining proposition (5c) that they don’t use it to do when 

entertaining (5b)?” Since the answer – stand in for its denotation -- is obvious, 

what had been a puzzle ceases to be.  However, we have not quite reached the 

bottom of this puzzle.  To do so, a further word must be said about how 
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propositions and their constituents are cognized.16 

Cognitive Conditions on the Constitution of Propositions  

With this in mind, I turn to distinct but representationally identical 

propositions like those in (6) – (7). 

6a. Russell tried to prove (the proposition) that arithmetic is reducible to 
logic. 

  b. Russell tried to prove logicism. 

7a. Mary believes that Russell tried to prove (the proposition) that 
arithmetic is reducible to logic. 

  b. Mary believes that Russell tried to prove logicism. 

Here, ‘logicism’ is a Millian proper name for the proposition L that arithmetic 

is reducible to logic, designated by the directly referential that-clause. 

Although L is what the two terms contribute to the representational contents 

of the propositions in (6) and (7), propositions (7a) and (7b) can differ in 

truth value.  If Mary picked up the name ‘logicism’ by hearing it used to 

designate some thesis in the philosophy of mathematics that Russell tried to 

prove, (7b) may be true, even if she has no clue what he thought about 

arithmetic, in which case (7a) is false. How can this be? 17  

The cognitive conception of propositions tells us. According to it, 

understanding (6b) and entertaining the proposition it expresses requires 

thinking of L and predicating trying to prove of Russell and L. Since one can 

                                                        

16
 The full story of Russell’s reasoning, and the instructive errors behind it is told in chapter 8 of 

Soames (2014a). 

17
 This issue was originally addressed in Richard (1993). It is also discussed in Soames, (2007). 
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think of L using the name ‘logicism’, without knowing much about its referent, 

one who has picked up the name can entertain proposition (6b) without being 

able to informatively identify L. By contrast, to understand (6a) and entertain 

the proposition expressed, one must first predicate being reducible of 

arithmetic and logic, thereby entertaining L. Next, one predicates trying to 

prove of Russell and L. So, to entertain proposition (6a) is to entertain 

proposition (6b), but not conversely, from which the different truth conditions 

of (7a) and (7b) follow. Because propositions are acts of cognizing things and 

predicating properties of them, propositions p and q can place different 

constraints on how one who entertains them cognizes their predication target, 

even if the truth conditions of p and q result from predicating the same 

properties of the same things. Propositions (6a) and (6b) predicate the same 

property of the same proposition, but only (6a) requires it to be entertained. 

This illustrates two aspects of propositional content: representational 

content (which imposes conditions on the world necessary for truth) and 

cognitive content (which imposes conditions on agents who entertain it). With 

this bipartite conception of content, we characterize the meaning of the term 

‘logicism’ as its contribution, L, to the representational content of proposition 

(6b). The meaning of the clause ‘that arithmetic is reducible to logic’ consists 

of that same contribution to representational content plus its contribution to 

the cognitive content of proposition (6a), which requires L to be cognized by 

entertaining it. Because of this difference, the sub constituents of L play 
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different roles in propositions (6a) and (6b), even though L itself is a 

constituent of both. 

On this conception, ‘logicism’ and ‘that arithmetic is reducible to logic’ 

directly designate the same proposition, which is itself a constituent of 

(larger) propositions expressed by sentences containing the terms. 

Nevertheless, these larger propositions differ in that the clausal term 

contributes, in addition to its designation, what may be called a Millian mode 

of presentation that requires its designation to be cognized by entertaining it.  

With this in mind, consider the examples in (8). 

8a. Logicism is (the proposition) that arithmetic is reducible to logic. 
  b. Logicism is logicism. 
  c. That arithmetic is reducible to logic is (the proposition) that arithmetic 

is reducible to logic. 

Each of these propositions is true, all have the same constituents and the same 

structure, and each is representationally identical to the other two.  

Nevertheless, the three propositions are (cognitively) different.  Whereas the 

second argument of the identity relation in proposition (8a) is cognized via a 

Millian mode of presentation requiring it to be entertained (by one who 

entertains proposition (8a)), proposition (8b) contains no such Millian mode, 

while in proposition (8c) both arguments of identity are cognized via that 

mode. Moreover, since to entertain, believe, or know proposition (8c) is to 
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entertain, believe, or know the other two as well, each counts as knowable 

apriori.18 

If one tries to visualize propositions—e.g., by drawing them on a page 

or representing them on a graph—it is hard to make sense of this.  In 

representing the propositional constituents pictorially, one would use aspects 

of the spatial relationships their representations bear to one another to 

indicate the structure of the proposition, and so to represent what is 

predicated of what.  But since pictorially representing proposition L on the 

page would require representing its constituents, the representations of the 

propositions expressed by (6a) and (6b) would be the same.  Representing a 

proposition as visible in this way requires representing its constituents, and 

the constituents of its constituents, as similarly visible. So if one thought that 

entertaining a proposition was something like perceiving it in the mind’s eye, 

one would think that to mentally “see” the proposition that mathematics is 

reducible to logic as a constituent of a larger proposition would require 

mentally “seeing” its constituents too—as sub-constituents of the larger 

proposition.  This is how Russell and, I suspect, many others tought, or have 

thought, of propositions.  

The cognitive conception shows what’s wrong with this way of thinking 

of propositions.  According to it, propositions (6a) and (6b) are 

                                                        

18
 The apriority of (8a) will be revisited in chapter 4, where it is argued that the name ‘logicism’ 

may itself be associated with its own Millian mode of presentation. 
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representationally identical because they represent the same things as 

standing in the same relation R (while representing nothing further); however, 

the propositions are cognitively distinct because only proposition (6a) requires 

an agent who entertains it to cognize L by entertaining it, which in turn 

requires the agent to cognize the constituents of L.  In the chapters that follow 

I will generalize this lesson by identifying many other cases of 

representationally identical but cognitively distinct propositions and using 

them to expand the solution spaces for a variety of fundamental problems in 

semantics, the philosophy of language, and the philosophy of mind.  First, 

however, I will extract further, subsidiary lessons from Russell’s Gray’s Elegy 

puzzle. 

Meaning, Understanding, and Knowledge of Meaning 

The distinction between direct, mediate, and indirect predication 

falsifies Russell’s thesis R by distinguishing the propositions expressed by (5b) 

and (5c).   

R If definite descriptions are singular terms, they express meanings that 
denote unique objects satisfying them (if such there be), which are the 
targets of predication in propositions expressed by sentences 
containing them. Thus, these meanings can never themselves be 
predication targets in any proposition in which they occur. 

5 b. ‘The first line of Gray’s Elegy’ means M. 
   c. ‘The first line of Gray’s Elegy’ means the first line of Gray’s Elegy. 

The discussion of examples (6) and (7) reveals a further misstep in the 

argument from R to the conclusion that no definite description or other 
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function/argument expression can be a (non-directly referential) complex 

singular term.  The misstep is embedded in that thought that if such an 

expression were such a term, then it would be impossible to know its meaning 

M -- in the sense of knowing of M that it is what the term means – and so, by 

implication, it would be impossible to understand the expression. 

The misstep is not so much in what is asserted as in the implied 

connection between understanding an expression (whether simple or 

complex) and knowing of the entity that is its meaning (assuming it has one) 

that it is the meaning of the expression.  This misstep is revealed once we 

recognize (a) that propositions are the meanings of some sentences and (b) 

that propositions can be given proper names.   Let ‘logicism’ name the 

proposition that arithmetic is reducible to logic, which in turn is the meaning 

of the sentence ‘Arithmetic is reducible to logic.’ Just as Mary in the scenario 

involving (6) and (7), could come to truly believe of this proposition that 

Russell tried to establish it, by virtue of being told “Russell tried to prove 

logicism,” so Maria, who is learning English, could come to truly believe of this 

proposition that it is the meaning of a certain sentence, by virtue of being told 

‘Logicism is the meaning of the English sentence ‘Arithmetic is reducible to 

logic’.”  Just as Mary thereby acquired no ability to informatively identify the 

proposition Russell tried to prove, so Maria thereby acquires no ability to 

informatively identify the proposition that is the meaning of the English 

sentence, and so thereby acquires no ability to understand it.  
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This is enough to raise serious questions about the relationship, if any, 

between understanding an expression E which in fact means M and knowing of 

M that it is the meaning of E, or that E means it.  We have seen that it is possible 

to have the knowledge without the understanding.  It is also possible to have 

the understanding without the knowledge. I have already emphasized that 

according to the cognitive conception of propositions, one can entertain, 

believe, and assert a proposition – say that Mommy is coming -- without 

cognizing, or even having the ability to cognize, that proposition.  From here, it 

is a short step to recognizing that no knowledge of propositions is required in 

order for one to learn to use the words ‘is coming’ to predicate the property 

being one who is coming of an individual M whom one has learned to pick out 

using ‘Mommy’.  A child in this position has acquired the ability to use the 

sentence ‘Mommy is coming’ to entertain, assert, and express his or her belief, 

or even knowledge, that M is coming – which may, in the fragmentary language 

shared with the child’s mother, be the meaning (semantic content) of the 

sentence ‘Mommy is coming’.  The child understands the sentence, even though 

the child doesn’t know anything about the proposition that is its meaning, 

including that it is the meaning of the sentence.  It is not inconceivable that the 

same could be true of the sentence ‘2+2=4’ and the proposition that two plus 

two equals four.   

The lesson to be learned is that understanding an expression is not, in 

general, having knowledge of its semantic properties.  Rather, understanding 



 57 

is having the ability to use the expression in conventionally expected ways. In 

the case of a (non-context-sensitive) declarative sentence S what, in the first 

instance, is required is the ability to use S to entertain and assert (or deny) the 

proposition S semantically expresses. Different requirements apply to other 

kinds of expressions.  I will return to this issue in later chapters where, I will 

argue, the distinction between (i) understanding an expression E and (ii) 

knowing of what E means that E means it is needed to solve important 

problems in the philosophy of language and mind. 
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Chapter 3 

Thinking of Oneself, the Present Moment, and the Actual World-State  

First Person Cognition and De Se Attitudes 

The distinction between representational and cognitive content 

introduced in chapter 2 makes possible a new analysis of de se attitudes 

involving 1stperson cognition. One such example, due to John Perry, is the 

contrast between my belief that I am making a mess, as opposed to my belief, 

of someone, that he is making a mess, where the person in question is the one 

whose reflection I see in a security mirror, who in fact is me.19 The new 

analysis springing from the cognitive conception of propositions distinguishes 

predicating P of an agent A cognized in the first person way from predicating P 

of A however cognized. Since doing the first is also doing the second, but not 

conversely, the acts are different. Since the same property is predicated of the 

same thing, they are cognitively distinct but representationally identical 

propositions. This subverts current orthodoxy. Because that orthodoxy takes 

representationally identical propositions to be absolutely identical,  it holds 

that a de se epiphany – I am the one making a mess -- can’t involve coming to 

believe a proposition not previously believed. Either it involves believing an 

old proposition – that he is making a mess -- in a new way (as John Perry 

argued), or it involves believing a property that one “self-ascribes” (as David 

                                                        

19
 Perry (1979) 
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Lewis maintained).20 Though each analysis has virtues, the former fails to 

respect our conviction that in de se cases one believes something new, while 

the latter founders on the fact that, as Jeff Speaks put it, to believe truly is to 

believe something true (which properties like making a mess are not).21 The 

cognitive analysis transcends this dilemma.  

 What others call A’s self-ascribing P is A’s believing the proposition that 

both predicates P of A and requires one who entertains it to cognize A in the 

1st-person way.  Let S contain an occurrence of the first-person singular 

pronoun. Let S(x) result from replacing it with a variable. S(x) is then 

associated with  a property P, which I model being assigned a truth by the  

function that assigns to o the proposition expressed by S(x) relative to an 

assignment of o to ‘x’. Lewis tells us that an agent A who accepts S self-ascribes 

P. I agree, while adding that to do this is to accept both a proposition of limited 

accessibility that only A can entertain plus another, representationally identical, 

proposition that anyone can. Although Perry tells us something different, I also 

agree with his claim that A comes to believe, in a new way, a proposition that 

A already believed. To this I add: the new way of believing the old proposition is 

itself a way of believing a de se proposition representationally identical to it. In 

this way, the cognitive theory subsumes the motivations of the two leading 

                                                        

20
 Lewis (1979). 

21
 Chapter 5 of King, Soames, and Speaks (2014). 
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accounts of de se attitudes, while capturing the fact that to believe truly is to 

believe a truth, which Lewis missed, and also the fact that de se epiphanies 

involve coming to believe new things, which Perry missed.22 

The application of This idea to attitude ascriptions is illustrated by (1). 

1. Every F believes that he or she is G. 
   Every x: Fx (x believes that x is G) 

can be used to report de re or de se beliefs. On the de se understanding, the 

proposition expressed predicates assigning a truth to every F of the function 

that assigns to each agent A the proposition that predicates believing of A and 

the proposition P that predicates being G of A, requiring one who entertains P 

to think of A in the 1st-person way. The de re understanding of (1) is the same 

except that the proposition P doesn’t require 1st-person cognition of A.  

The analysis is extended to (2) by taking the antecedent/anaphor relation 

to introduce a variable-binding relation. 

2. Mary believes that she is in danger. 
   x (x believes that x is in danger) Mary 

In using (3a), I assert my belief in the de se proposition only I can entertain 

plus the representationally identical proposition that anyone can. 

3a. I believe that I am such-and-such. 

My audience can identify both propositions and thereby come to believe that 

both are true, or that both are false, even though they can entertain only the 

                                                        

22
 I postpone further discussion of the accounts of Lewis, Perry, and others until chapter 6, when I 

will relate them to the positive views developed here in chapters 3, 4, and 5. 
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latter proposition.  They may then use the de se understanding of (3b) to 

report my beliefs, while using (3c) to assess them. 

3b. SS believes that he is such-and-such.  
  c. That belief is true/false, necessary/contingent. 

I can also use (4) to predicate being believed by Martha to be in danger of me, 

thinking of myself in the first-person way.   

4. Martha believes that I am in danger.   
    x (Martha believes x is in danger) me 

As in other cases, my coming to believe this proposition may provide me with 

evidence to believe de se that I am in danger, even if believing the related de re 

proposition wouldn’t.  

Having touched these fundamentals, I turn to a point about semantics 

and pragmatics.  Although I use the 1st-person singular pronoun to express 

propositions only I can entertain, my ability to entertain them is not due to my 

mastery of the linguistic rule that governs it. This can be seen by comparing 

the de se proposition that I am in danger with the ordinary proposition that SS 

is in danger, which I may believe in the same (third-person) way that others 

can. The difference between my believing the later and my believing the 

former is tied to their roles in motivating action. While I may believe that SS is 

in danger without seeing reason to worry, believing that I am in danger gives 

me immediate cause for concern. This motivationally efficacious way of 

believing things about oneself is shared by all agents who can think of, and 

distinguish themselves, from others -- whether or not they speak a language. 



 62 

So the ability to entertain and believe first-person propositions can’t depend 

on mastering a linguistic rule.  

How, then, is the meaning of the word ‘I’ related to the 1st-person way of 

thinking and believing? The answer begins with the Kaplanesque rule: A use of 

‘I’ by an agent A directly refers to A. Since the semantic content of such use is 

just the agent A, the information semantically encoded by my use of the 

sentence I am F is the same as that encoded by your use of SS is F.  First-

person cognition enters when I use the 1st-person pronoun, knowing in the 1st-

person way that I am using it. Combining this knowledge with knowledge of 

the semantic rule, I can know, in the 1st person way, that my use of the sentence 

‘I am in danger’ predicates being in danger of me. Since this reasoning is 

available to all, everyone knows that uses of the word ‘I’ express 1st-person 

cognitions. This underwrites de se assertions without any rule assigning de se 

semantic content to uses of 1st-person sentences. 

Something similar can be said about the second-person (singular) 

pronoun ‘you’, the semantic rule for which  is:  A use of ‘you’ by an agent A 

addressing someone B directly refers to B.  Since the semantic content of such 

use is just B, the information semantically encoded by Martha’s use of the 

sentence You are F in addressing me is the same as that encoded by her use 

of SS is F.  First-person content enters the picture when the agent uses the 

second-person pronoun knowing in the first-person way that he or she is using 

it.  Combining this knowledge with knowledge both of the semantic rule and of 
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the fact that she is addressing me, Martha can be expected to realize in the first 

person way that her use of the sentence ‘You are in danger’ to address me 

predicates being in danger of the person (SS) she is addressing.  Given that I also 

know the semantic rule for ‘you’, while knowing in the first-person way that 

Martha has (knowingly) used the word (which she understands) to address 

me, I can come to know (and Martha comes to know that I know) in the first-

person way that I am in danger iff what she asserted is true.  Here, first-person 

information about the speaker is communicated, and first-person information 

about the addressee is imparted, even though no first-person proposition is 

either asserted or semantically expressed by any sentence is involved.23 

What about cases in which first-person propositions are asserted by uses 

of sentences containing the first-person singular pronoun?  How, in general, 

do we extract the first-person assertive content in such cases from the 

semantic content p of the sentence uttered? Although there is a general rule, it’s 

not universal because we extract first-person content opportunistically.  An 

agent using the 1st-person pronoun to express a proposition p signals that the 

agent is thinking of him- or her-self in the first-person way, and so is “self-

predicating” some property F made available by p -- where to self-predicate F 

is to predicate F of oneself, cognizing oneself in the first-person way, and to 

                                                        

23
 In chapter 4 this account of the relationship between the information carried by uses of the first 

and second person singular  pronouns will be used to resolve second-person analogs of standard 

first-person de se puzzles.   Chapter 5 extends the same point to demonstrative uses of ‘he’/‘she’. 
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self-ascribe is to self-predicate affirming that predication (and so accepting the 

first-person proposition that predicates F of one).  How do we figure out which 

property F is?  Here is a rule of thumb. Putting aside (certain) attitude 

ascriptions for the moment, we let the sentence used by agent A be (5a).  Its 

semantic content is expressed by (5b) relative to an assignment of A to ‘x’. 

5a. …I…I… 
  b. …x…x… 

This content is equivalent to that expressed by (5c). 

  c. x […x…x…] I 

Since, to use (5c) would be to self-ascribe the property represented there, one 

who assertively utters (5a) can typically be taken to be committed to, and even 

to have asserted, the first-person proposition corresponding to (5c), and, 

thereby, to be committed to its representationally identical de re proposition 

as well. 

Next consider (6a,b). 

6a. I believe that I am in danger.   
  b. Martha believes that I am in danger. 

Applying our reasoning gives us self-predications (6a+) and (6b+).24  

6a+. x [x believes that x is in danger] I 
  b+. x [Martha believes that x is in danger] I 

These are distinguished from (6a*) and (6b*). 

                                                        

24
 In these and following examples I italicize the first-person pronoun as a way of indicating that the 

propositions represented by these formulas are those in which the properties indicated by the 

lambda abstracts are predicated of the agent identified in the first-person way. 
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6a*.    x [x believes: y (y is in danger) I] I  
6b*.   Martha believes: x (x is in danger) I 

Look first at (6b*), which does not accord with the rule of thumb I sketched.  It 

represents Martha as believing a proposition about me that only I can 

entertain.  No  one aware that I am not she would interpret my remark in that 

way. The proper interpretation of what I assert in uttering (6b) is represented 

by (6b+). Now go back to (6a). Although (6a+) and (6a*) are different, in many 

situations there will be no contextually significant contrast: (6a+) involves 

self-predication of property P+, being an x such that x believes that x is in 

danger; (6a*) represents self-predication of property P* -- being an x such that 

x believes in the first-person way that x is in danger.  Although one can have 

property P+ without having P*, one can’t self-ascribe P+ without, in effect, self-

ascribing P*. To self-ascribe P+, I must represent myself in the first-person way 

as both the believer and the one believed to be in danger. So, for me to affirm 

the first-person proposition represented by (6a+) is tantamount to also 

affirming the closely related first-person proposition (6a*).   

Next consider my uses of the examples in (7). 

7a. I believe that my name is ‘Scott’. 
  b. Scott believes that my name is ‘Scott’. 

(7a) is just like (6a); utterances of it commit me to the first-person 

propositions corresponding to (7a+) and (7a*). 

7a+. x [x believes that x’s name is ‘Scott’] I 
7a*. x [x believes: y (y’s name is ‘Scott’)I] I 
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(7b) is like (6b), except that ‘Scott’ and my use of the first-person pronoun are 

conferential, and so contribute the same constituent to the information 

semantically encoded. If this coreference is obvious to all (me included), my 

utterance of (7b) will carry the information carried by my utterance of (7a).  If 

it isn’t obvious (perhaps even to me), my use of (7b) will express my 

commitment to the first-person proposition represented by (7b+), but not to 

the first-person proposition associated with (7b*).   

7b+. x [Scott believes that x’s name is ‘Scott’] I 
7b*.    Scott believes: x (x’s name is ‘Scott’) I 

For me to affirm the first-person proposition (7b+) is for me to self-ascribe the 

property being one whom Scott believes to be named ‘Scott’. This proposition is 

true iff I have the property I self-ascribe – i.e.  iff Scott believes of me that my 

name is ‘Scott’.  It is both true and believed by me in the first-person way in a 

situation in which I have amnesia and don’t self-ascribe either being named 

‘Scott’, or being one who believes oneself to be named ‘Scott’, provided that I 

(Scott) believe de re of a certain person (who turns out to be me), that he 

believes of me that I am named ‘Scott’.   

In such a situation, I can use (7c) to assert one of the variants below. 

7c. I don’t believe that my name is ‘Scott’. 
7c+  x [ ~ x believes: y (y’s name is ‘Scott’)I] I  
7c*.  ~ (x [x believes that x’s name is ‘Scott’] I) 
7c**. x [ ~ x believes that x’s name is ‘Scott’] I 

For me to assert the proposition represented by (7c+) is for me to self-ascribe 

not believing of SS in the first-person way that SS is named ‘Scott.  In order for 
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me to know this proposition, I must know of myself (in the first person way) 

that I don’t self-ascribe being named ‘Scott’ (and so don’t have the first-person 

belief that I am so named). The proposition represented by (7c*) is a little 

different.  For me to assert this proposition is for me to deny the first-person 

proposition that predicates believing of one that one is named ‘Scott’ of me.  I 

will assert this if I have no reason to suspect that I am such a person. The 

proposition represented by (7c**) makes the risk inherent in (7c*) explicit. 

Since to assert it is to self-ascribe not believing of one that one is named ‘Scott’, 

knowing it to be true requires knowing that I won’t turn out to have the 

property which is its positive counterpart -- which I will have, if I turn out to 

be one who does believe, of a certain person x, that x is named ‘Scott’, where x 

turns out to be me.   

Can’t I rule this out?  You might think I could by checking whom I believe 

to be named ‘Scott’. But, due to my special circumstances in the amnesia ward, 

this doesn’t settle the matter.  Having come across autographed books written 

by Scott-the-novelist, Scott-the-economist, and Scott-the-director-of-the-

amnesia-ward where I am presently staying, I believe of each  that his name is 

‘Scott’. Since each book describes the author’s earlier experiences as an 

amnesia patient in this very ward, and since I further believe that amnesia 

tends to reoccur, I think I might be one of them, suffering from a relapse.   For 

this reason, I am not willing to commit myself to the truth of proposition 

(7c**) or proposition (7c*), though I am willing to commit myself to the truth 
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of proposition (7c+).   Thus,  proposition (7c+) is the most natural choice for 

expressing the content of my assertive utterance of (7c) – though in less 

extreme situations (7c*) might do as well. Differences like these are not a 

matter of semantics, but of what it is reasonable to take the speaker to be 

trying to get across. 

These examples illustrate a lesson I will extend in later chapters.  There 

is a larger gap between the semantic content of a sentence in a context and 

what is asserted by uttering it there than is usually appreciated. Often, more 

than semantic content is asserted, and in cases like (7c) -- the semantic content 

of which is (7cs) -- semantic content isn’t asserted at all. 

6cs. ~ [SS believes that SS’s name is ‘Scott’] 

In general, the propositions asserted by an utterance are those that a rational, 

attentive, and well-informed hearer who shares the presuppositions of the 

conversation and knows its current purpose would take the speaker to be 

intending to use the utterance to get across. Since these presuppositions 

standardly include knowledge of the meanings of the expressions used, as well 

as knowledge of the conversational setting, semantic contents will, typically, 

be important determinants of assertive contents. But they are far from 

exclusive determinants.   

This is not to say that first-person cognition is never semantically 

encoded.  In discussing examples of the sort indicated by (1) and (2), I noted 
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that sentences of this kind can be used to report either de re or de se (i.e. first-

person) beliefs. 

1. Every F believes that he or she is G. 
   Every x: Fx (x believes that x is G) 

2. Mary believes that she is in danger. 
   x (x believes that x is in danger) Mary 

This may be because the sentences have two different semantic readings in 

which the pronoun functions as a bound variable, or it may be that only the de 

re understanding is semantically encoded, while the de se understanding 

arises from pragmatic factors.  Nothing I have said forces a choice between 

these options.  But it is natural to think there is at least one kind of attitude 

report in which the first-person character of the attitude is semantically 

encoded. Whatever may be said about the (a) and (b) sentences in (8) and (9), 

the (c) sentences are always used to report a first-person cognition. 

8a. John expects that he will F. 
  b. John expects himself to F. 
  c. John expects to F. 
  d. John expects PRO to F. 

9a. Every man here expects that he will F. 
  b. Every man here expects himself to F. 
  c. Every man here expects to F. 
  d. Every man here expects PRO to F. 

This can be captured by treating the unpronounced constituent ‘PRO’ in the 

analysis of the (c) sentences both as a bound variable and as semantically 

encoding the restriction that the attitude reported be an instance of first-

person cognition. 
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Temporal Cognition and the Temporal De Se 

Just as for each person p there is a 1st-person way of cognizing p no one 

else can use to cognize p, so, for each time t there is a “present-tense” way of 

cognizing t at t that can’t be used at other times to cognize t. Suppose I plan to 

attend a meeting I know will start at t – noon, June 13, 2013.  Not wanting to 

be late, I remind myself of this on the morning of June 13th. Still when I hear 

the clock strike noon, I utter (10a), and my behavior changes.   

10a. Oh, the meeting starts now! 

Coming to believe of t in the present-tense way that the meeting starts 

then motivates me to hurry off. Had I not believed this, I wouldn’t have done 

so, even though I would have continued to believe, of t, that the meeting starts 

then. Just as the 1st-person way of believing is motivationally efficacious, so is 

the present-tense way of believing. In both cases coming to believe in the 

special way is coming to believe something new, as indicated by the truth of 

my report (10b) at t. 

10b. I only just realized that the meeting starts now!  

For this report to be true, the proposition to which I only just came to 

bear the realizing relation must be one that predicates starting at t of the 

meeting, the entertainment of which requires t to be cognized in the present-

tense way.  This is the proposition asserted, not semantically expressed. The 

semantic rule for ‘now’ tells us that a use of it at t directly refers to t. So the 

semantic content of the word ‘now’ at a context the time of which is t is simply 
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t itself, and the semantic content of the sentence (10a) at that context is the 

proposition that the meeting starts at t, which is identical with the proposition 

encoded by (10c) relative to an assignment of t to the variable ‘tu’.  

10c. The meeting starts at tu  

The proposition expressed or asserted by the utterance of (10a) at t is a 

pragmatic enrichment of this semantically expressed proposition that can be 

entertained only by one who cognizes t in the present-tense way.   Thus 

“present-tense cognition” is no more part of the semantics of ‘now’ than first-

person cognition is part of the semantics of ‘I.’, ‘me’, or ‘mine’. Rather, the 

association of present-tense cognition with sentences containing ‘now’ results 

from knowledge of the semantic rule for ‘now’ plus present-tense knowledge, 

when using ‘now’, that one is doing so.  Putting these pieces of knowledge 

together, one comes to know of the time t at which one is using (9a) that one’s 

use predicates being when the meeting starts of t, cognizing t in the present-

tense way.    

We determine the contents of such assertions in much the same way we 

determine the contents of de se assertions made using first-person sentences. 

Although tenses introduce some complications, counterparts of the rules of 

thumb given in the previous section for first-person assertions apply here. For 

example, the interpretations of uses of (11a) and (11b) are (11a+) and (11b+). 

(Here, ‘t’ is a variable that ranges over moments and ‘d(t)’ is a singular term 
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designates the day of the moment to which ‘t’ is assigned and ut is the time of 

utterance.) 

11a. John believes that the meeting is scheduled to start now. 
11a+. t [John believes at t that the meeting is scheduled to start at t] ut 
11b. A day ago, John believed that the meeting was scheduled to start now. 
11b+. t [John believed at d(t)-minus-1 that the meeting was scheduled to 

start at t] ut 

 The same considerations apply here as applied to first-person cases. In 

addition, as (11a+) and (11b+) implicitly indicate, ordinary tensed sentences 

semantically encode propositions, relative to contexts of use, that contain the 

time of use as a constituent.25 Although these semantic contents don’t include 

restrictions on the way in which the utterance time must be cognized, 

utterances of these sentences can express and communicate propositions of 

limited cognitive access that include such restrictions for the same sorts of 

reasons that utterances of first-person sentences do. So, the cognitive theory 

of propositions allows the distinction between representationally identical 

first- and third-person propositions to be extended to a distinction between 

representationally identical present-tense and non-present-tense propositions.   

 That said, there is a difference  between the 1st-person and present-tense 

cases that should be noted.  The time period designated by a use of ‘now’, or of 

the present tense, can vary in length depending on the context.  If you ask, “Are 

you hungry yet?” and I answer, “Yes, I am hungry now,” the referent of ‘now’ 

                                                        

25
 This semantic analysis follows Nathan Salmon (1989a). 
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would presumably be the present moment. But if you ask, “What are you 

teaching now?” and I answer “I am teaching a graduate seminar now,” my 

answer may be correct, even though the present moment is not one in which I 

am actively engaged in teaching anything.  In such a case, my use of ‘now’ may 

designate a period of time lasting months, even though I doubt there is a 

special motivationally efficacious way of cognizing a period of that length.  

Rather, I suspect, the target of the special “present-tense” way of cognizing a 

time is always centered on the present moment. Nevertheless, sequences of 

adjoining moments that are motivationally all but indistinguishable from that 

moment may, in different circumstances, enjoy a special status.    

The point is illustrated by my utterance of (10b).   

10b. I only just realized that the meeting starts now!  

The proposition asserted is about the time t of utterance designated by my use 

of ‘now’, cognized in the special present-tense way. What time was that 

exactly? Clearly it included the exact instant of utterance.  However, 

recognizing that it may have included more can help explain a relevant fact; I 

wouldn’t have uttered (10b) had I not lost track of the time (even if for only a 

few minutes) prior to coming to my realization about the meeting.26  Had I 

been tracking the time minute by minute before noon, when I knew the 

                                                        

26
 Thanks to Barbara Partee for pointing out the need to explain this. 
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meeting would begin, I would not have been willing to assert that I hadn’t, 

prior to a moment ago, “realized that the meeting starts now.”  

Why not? The answer, as I see it, rests on four points: (i) the time t 

designated by my use of ‘now’ in uttering (10b) was a (brief) period that 

included at least few minutes before the instant of utterance; (ii) during the 

early part of t I had lost track of the time and didn’t anticipate the imminent 

start of the meeting; (iii) had I not lost track of the time, I would, in the early 

part of t, have counted as cognizing t (the period in question) in the present-

tense way, realizing that the meeting started at t; (iv) what I (truly) asserted in 

uttering (10b) was that, I had not, until very shortly before the instant of 

utterance, cognized t in the present-tense way, realizing that the meeting 

started at t (because for each moment prior to that, either I had not cognized t 

in the present-tense way at all, or, during moments within t when I had so 

cognized t, I didn’t then realize in the present tense way that the meeting 

started at t).    

Examples like this illustrate a respect in which the semantics and 

pragmatics of ‘now’ include complications quite different from anything we 

find with the 1st-person singular pronoun.  Nevertheless, the crucial point 

remains.  Both the pronoun and the temporal indexical are very often used to 

assert propositions the cognitive contents of which require restricted and 

special motivationally efficacious forms of cognition that are not required by 
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the representationally identical singular propositions that are the semantic 

contents of the sentences uttered at the corresponding contexts. 

Cognizing the Actual World-State 

Representationally identical propositions, it will be recalled, predicate 

the same properties of the same things, and so represent the world in exactly 

the same ways.  Since propositions are sequences of purely representational 

cognitive acts, the manner in which the cognitions are performed may differ in 

significant ways, with the result that it is sometimes possible for agents to 

entertain, believe, or know one of a pair of representationally identical 

propositions without bearing these attitudes to the other. So far, I have 

recognized three cognitively significant restrictions on propositions that may 

have this result. The first – which is used to distinguish proposition (12a) from 

proposition (12b) – requires one who entertains the former, but not the latter, 

to cognize its propositional predication target by entertaining it. 

12a. Russell attempted to establish that arithmetic is reducible to logic. 

    b. Russell attempted to establish logicism. 

 

The second restriction – used to distinguish the proposition that I am in 

danger (which I, Scott, now assert by uttering ‘I am in danger’) from the 

proposition that Scott is in danger – requires one who entertains the first 

proposition, but not the second, to cognize its predication target in the first-

person way.  The third restriction – used to distinguish the proposition 

asserted by an utterance at t of ‘The meeting starts now’ from the semantic 
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content of ‘the meeting starts at ut’ relative to an assignment of t to ‘ut’ – 

requires one who entertains the first, but not the second, proposition to 

cognize t in the present-tense way. In none of these cases does the required 

cognition involve predicating new content of anything. This is a general 

feature of propositional restrictions on how constituents are to be cognized. 

Thus, adding them to propositions that don’t themselves involve attitude 

ascriptions doesn’t change representational content (whereas adding them to 

the propositional object of an attitude ascription typically will change such 

content).  

There is reason to believe that these observations can be extended to include 

distinct but representationally identical propositions about world-states. Elsewhere, 

I have argued that a world-state is a property attributable to the universe of making 

true a set of basic propositions that tells a complete world story (that answers all 

questions relevant to a contextually determined inquiry).
27

 Let ‘n’ be a simple 

proper name of w, let ‘PW’ be a term ‘the property making it  true S1, that S2, that 

S3 etc.’ that articulates the basic propositions defining w, and let ‘p’ designate a 

proposition. For p to be true at w is for p to be an apriori consequence of the basic 

propositions used to define w.
28

  

 With this in mind, consider (13a) and (13b). 

 

                                                        

27
 The argument, summarized in chapter 6 of Soames (2010a) was originally presented in Soames 

(2007). 
28

 It is not required that the propositions in terms of which a world-state is defined exist at w. 
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13a. The proposition that S is true at PW. 

 13b. The proposition that S is true at n. 

 The relationship between the propositions expressed by (13a) and (13b) is 

like the one between the propositions about logicism expressed by (12a) and 

(12b). In both cases, the paired propositions predicate the same properties of 

the same things; the first proposition differs from the second only in 

restricting what it takes to entertain it. Entertaining proposition (12a) 

requires also entertaining its constituent that arithmetic is reducible to logic; 

entertaining proposition (13a) requires also entertaining its several 

propositional constituents (articulated by PW). In both cases, one who believes 

the first proposition thereby believes the second, but not conversely.  So, when S 

expresses a contingent proposition that is both knowable only aposteriori and 

true at the actual world-state by virtue of being an apriori consequence of the 

propositions that define it, proposition (13a) is knowable apriori. Since 

knowing that proposition without justifying empirical evidence guarantees 

knowing proposition (13b) without such evidence, it follows that the latter is 

also knowable apriori, even though the only knowledge we have of it is 

aposteriori.29 

Next, we move to indexical uses of ‘actually’.  Uses of (13c) predicate 

being true at of the proposition p expressed by S and the world-state @.   

12c. Actually S  /  The proposition that S is true at this very world-state. 

                                                        

29
 See Soames (2007, 2010a). 
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A use of (13c) involves thinking of @ as this very world-state (which is 

instantiated and experienced) – on analogy with thinking of the present moment as 

this very time, (which one is experiencing).  Elsewhere I have argued that when the 

actual world-state is cognized in this way, one can know (13c+) apriori, even when 

p (expressed by S) is itself knowable only aposteriori.  

13c+.  Actually S iff S / the proposition that S is true at this very world-state iff S 

From this result plus the apriority of (13a), it follows that that apriority is not 

closed under apriori consequence, or even under conjunction.
30

 

 Should we conclude that uses of (13b) and (13c) express cognitively 

different but representationally identical propositions? The case that they do 

parallels those involving the first person and the present tense.  I might know, of a 

world-state n, which turns out to be @, that at n I will soon be in danger, without 

feeling concerned.  If I later come to think “Actually, or, at this very world-state, I 

will soon be in danger,” my behavior will change. Asked to explain why, it seems 

that I could truly say, “I only just now realized that actually, or, at this very world 

state, I will soon be in danger.” Since this classic de-se form of argument seems as 

compelling here as it did in earlier cases, there is reason to think we should 

conclude that (13b) and (13c) express cognitively distinct but representationally 

identical propositions, related in the now familiar way. 

                                                        

30
 Ibid. 
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Still, the parallel with the first-person and present tense isn’t complete. Since 

propositional objects of attitudes that motivate action aren’t, in general, indexed for 

world-states, thinking of @ as this very world-state isn’t motivationally special in 

quite the way that first-person and present-tense cognitions are. I am motivated to 

fight or flee, when I think that I -- rather than  SS – am -- rather than was – in 

danger. Thought about the actual world-state needn’t come into it.  

There are, of course, motivational contrasts involving examples like (14). 

14a. At PW, I am in danger now. 

    b. At n, I am in danger now. 

    c. At this very world-state, I am in danger now. 

Typically accepting (a) or (b) won’t motivate action unless it also involves 

accepting (c). But this doesn’t show that the indexical ‘this very world-state’ is 

motivationally essential in John Perry’s special sense, because accepting (d) 

and believing the world-state-neutral proposition I use it to express is 

sufficient to motivate me to act.   

14d. I am in danger now. 

Indeed the motivational force associated with accepting (14c), and believing 

the proposition I use it to express, is due to the transparent connection 

between (14c) and (14d). In short, even though there is a special way of 

cognizing a world-state w at w, such cognition isn’t essential for motivation 

and action.31  

                                                        

31
 This transition is explained on pp. 134-5 of Soames (2010a).   
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Summary 

In chapter 1 I argued that a new conception of propositions as pieces of 

information is needed, if we are to continue to make progress in semantics, the 

philosophy of language, and the philosophy of mind.  In chapter 2, I outlined 

the cognitive conception of propositions and argued for its metaphysical and 

epistemic virtues.  These included (i) its resolution of the problem of the unity 

of the proposition, construed as that of explaining how propositions can be 

representational and hence bearers of truth and falsity, (ii) its explanation of 

how cognitive agents – sophisticated or unsophisticated, language using or not 

– can believe and bear other attitudes to propositions they either do not 

cognize or are not capable of cognizing, (iii) its explanation of when 

knowledge of propositions is required and how it is achieved, (iv) its account 

of how a proposition can exist even if one or more of its constituents don’t 

exist, (v) its identification of propositions as conceptually prior to the notions 

of truth and world-states, and hence available to help explain those notions 

rather than presupposing them, and (vi) its explanation of what the truth of a 

proposition amounts to, of how its truth conditions are read off it, of why 

those truth conditions don’t vary from world-state to world-state, and of why 

a proposition need not exist at a world-state in order to be true at that state.   

I also pointed out how the conception of propositions as purely 

representational cognitive acts allows us (a) to distinguish the conditions a 

proposition imposes on the world if it is to be as the proposition represents it 



 81 

to be from the conditions it imposes on agents who entertain it, and (b) to 

identify pairs of cognitively distinct but representationally identical 

propositions. In addition to being relevant to understanding and resolving 

Russell’s Gray’s-Elegy problem, (a) and (b) were crucial in explaining the 

semantic difference between articulated, but directly referential, terms like 

‘that arithmetic is reducible to logic’ and simple directly referential terms like 

‘logicism’, and hence to explaining why some attitudes ascriptions that differ 

only in the substitution of one of these two terms for the other differ in truth 

value.  

The burden of chapter 3 has been to sketch new solutions to problems in 

semantics, the philosophy of language and the philosophy of mind that the 

cognitive conception of propositions makes possible when combined with 

special features of first-person cognition, present-tense cognition, and 

cognition of the actual state of the world as this very world-state.  The key has 

been to expand our recognition of the range of cognitively distinct but 

representationally identical propositions generated by the two faces of the 

content of cognitive propositions.  Chapters 4 and 5 will be devoted to the 

explanatory benefits of still further expansions. The general thesis to be 

defended is that just as structured propositions make analyses available that 

are wrongly excluded when propositions are identified with sets of possible 

world-states, so cognitive propositions make needed analyses available that are 

excluded  by traditional accounts of structured propositions.   
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 Chapter 4  

Linguistic Cognition, Understanding, and Millian Modes of Presentation 

In chapters 2 and 3, I discussed four forms of cognition that may be 

incorporated into singular propositions as ways of identifying targets of direct 

predication without changing referential content. They are: entertaining a 

proposition that is itself a predication target (or a constituent of such a target), 

first-person cognition, present-tense cognition, and cognition of the actual 

world-state as this very state. Each is a special way in which a constituent of a 

proposition is presented to a cognizer.  Each is, therefore, what philosophers 

of language since Frege have called “a mode of presentation.” However, these 

are not Fregean modes of presentation because (i) many propositions are 

entirely free of such modes of presentation, and (ii) these new modes of 

presentation do not affect representational content. For these reasons, I call 

them “Millian modes of presentation.” The presence of a particular Millian 

mode M does, of course, distinguish a proposition pM incorporating M from an 

otherwise identical proposition pM* in which a different Millian mode M* is 

swapped for M; the presence of M also distinguishes pM from an otherwise 

identical proposition p that does not incorporate any mode of presentation for 

what M presents.   The upshot is that these three propositions are cognitively 

distinct, despite being representationally identical. 

There are other, related, differences between Millian and Fregean modes of 

presentation. On the classical picture, a Fregean mode of presentation is 
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epistemically prior to what it represents in the sense of being something that is 

directly before one’s mind, which, when it occurs as a constituent in a proposition, 

has the function of uniquely determining something else that itself counts as 

cognized in a related sense (despite not being a constituent of the proposition).  The 

Fregean determination relation is held to be objective in the sense that what, if 

anything, a mode of presentation determines depends only on it, not on who is 

cognizing it or whether it is cognized at all. Thus, it is impossible for the same 

mode of presentation to determine different things relative to the same 

circumstance of evaluation. If nothing is uniquely determined, the proposition 

containing the mode of presentation continues to exist unaffected, and to hence be 

available as an object of the attitudes, despite perhaps failing to be true or false.  

When Fregean propositions are replaced by cognitive propositions, the nearest 

analogues of Fregean modes of presentation are the function-argument complexes 

identified in chapter 2 as the semantic contents of complex singular terms.  Their 

role as constituents of propositions and determinants of representational content is 

to present indirect predication targets, which, though not themselves constituents of 

propositions, are crucial to evaluating their truth or falsity.   

Millian modes of presentation are different. Since they are neither 

constituents of a proposition nor what those constituents represent, they are neither 

cognized in entertaining a proposition nor relevant to determining its truth 

conditions or truth value.  Rather, they are ways in which what is both cognized 

and constitutive of representational content is brought to mind.  Consider again 
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first-person cognition. The complex cognitive act that is the proposition expressed 

by (1a) differs from the corresponding act that is the proposition I alone can 

express using (1b). 

1a. SS is in danger. 

  b. I am in danger. 

The former is a sequence of acts the first of which is the act of cognizing or 

thinking of SS; the latter is an otherwise identical sequence except that its first act 

is that of cognizing or thinking of SS in the first person way.  These initial acts 

differ in that one has the property being an act in which someone x cognizes x in 

the first-person way, while the other doesn’t. This property is what I call the first-

person mode of presentation.  For a proposition to incorporate this Millian mode of 

presentation is for one of its constituent acts to have the property.  Obviously, this 

property is not the kind of thing that determines a predication target by itself, and 

so is quite different from any Fregean mode of presentation.
32

  Nevertheless it is a 

way of presenting, i.e. cognizing, something in the straightforward sense of being a 

property that an act of cognizing something can have.  Moreover, it is not just any 

property that such an act can have.  Rather, it is a property that is directly relevant 

to what is cognized. 

Analogous remarks apply to present-tense cognition of t and this very 

world-state cognition of w. The Millian modes of presentation for these cases are 

the property being an act of cognizing a moment of time t at t in the present-tense 

                                                        

32
 In addition to the first-person mode of presentation, the identity of the cognizer is also crucial to 

determining the predication target. 



 86 

way and the property being an act of cognizing a world-state w at a world-state w 

in the this-very-world-state way.  Finally consider again propositions (2a) and (2b).   

2a. Russell attempted to establish logicism. 

  b. Russell attempted to establish that arithmetic is reducible to logic. 

The former proposition is a sequence of acts one of which is the act of cognizing or 

thinking of the proposition logicism as the second argument of the relation 

attempted to establish; the latter is an otherwise identical sequence except that the 

corresponding constituent act is that of cognizing or thinking of the proposition 

logicism by entertaining it.  These two constituent acts differ in that one has the 

property being an act in which one cognizes a proposition by entertaining it while 

the other doesn’t. This property is a Millian mode of presentation 

Having clarified this notion and illustrated the role it plays in generating 

cognitively distinct but representationally identical propositions, I will argue in this 

chapter that linguistic modes of presentation are included among the Millian modes. 

It is a feature of language not only that it allows us to share our antecedent non-

linguistic cognitions with others, but also that it is the means by which we perform 

many cognitions in the first place. For example, many names and natural kind 

terms we employ designate items with whom or with which we have had little or 

no perceptual contact.  When we identify these items as targets of predication or 

other cognitive operations, we do so linguistically.  The same is true even of things 

with which we have had some perceptual contact; many of our thoughts about them 

are linguistically mediated -- as are some of our thoughts about those with whom, 

or with which, we are very familiar.  Learning a language is, at bottom, learning to 
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use its sentences to entertain the propositions they express, which, on my account, 

is to perform those propositions.  One who understands the sentence ‘Plato was 

human’, has learned to use it to predicate humanity of Plato. We use the name 

‘Plato’ to pick out the man; the noun ‘human’ to pick out the kind, and the phrase 

‘is human’ to predicate being human of the man.   

Now notice an interesting fact. Let S express p, which is a certain cognitive 

act.  The act using S to perform p is itself a cognitive act that is representationally 

identical to p.  If this new representational act is itself a proposition p*, then it is 

cognitively distinct from, but representationally identical to, p.  Is it a proposition?  

Not all representational acts are.  For example, the acts of predicating humanity of 

Plato, (i) on Thursday, (ii) in Peru, (iii) while dancing, (iv) in giving a lecture, or 

(v) when speaking in a whisper all represent Plato as being human, even though we 

would not be happy thinking of them as propositions. We can exclude them by 

insisting that propositions be purely representational acts, while observing that 

these unwanted examples all involve something further that is representationally 

irrelevant.  Principle (3) is a corollary of this idea. 

3.   If A is a cognitive act that is a proposition, and B is a special way of 

performing A that is representationally identical to A – so that every 

conceivable performance of B is a performance of A, but not conversely – 

then B is not a proposition if the explanation of its representational content is 

entirely parasitic on, and consists of nothing more than, the explanation of 

A’s representational content. 

This criterion excludes the unwanted proposition candidates just cited.  For 

example, let A be the act of predicating humanity (however cognized) of Plato 

(however cognized), and let B be the act of doing this while dancing.  Any agent 
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who performs either one of these actions represents Plato as being human, and 

nothing more; so the two acts are representationally identical.  Since dancing is not 

a form of cognition (of Plato) the explanation of how and why act B is 

representational is identical to the explanation of how and why A is 

representational, with no relevant addition or further specification.  Thus principle 

(3) rules that B is not a proposition, even though A is.  By contrast, principle (3) 

does not disqualify predicating being in danger of me cognized in the first-person 

way from being a proposition; nor does it disqualify (i) predicating starting now of 

the meeting and the present time, cognizing the latter in the present-tense way, or 

(ii) predicating trying to prove of Russell and logicism, cognizing the latter by 

entertaining it. Principle (3) also accommodates predicating being human of Plato 

by using the name ‘Plato’ to cognize the man, the noun ‘human’ to cognize the 

property, and the phrase ‘is human’ to predicate the property of the man.  Since this 

act of using the sentence “Plato is human’ to predicate humanity of Plato also 

satisfies the conditions given in chapter 2 that are necessary for representational 

acts to be propositions, there is strong reason to think that it is a proposition p* that 

is cognitively distinct from but representationally identical to the bare proposition 

that Plato is human.  

The point is general. Whenever we adopt special a explanatorily non-

parasitic, purely representational means of entertaining a proposition p, we generate 

a new proposition p* representationally identical to p. In the first-person case we 

noticed that one way of performing the act predicating being in danger of SS 
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involves cognizing SS in the first-person way. Since this second act is purely 

representational it is also a proposition. Since not all performances of the first act 

are performances of the second, they are different but representationally identical. 

Since every performance of the second act is a performance of the first act, 

entertaining the second proposition counts as entertaining the first, but not 

conversely. The same is true with linguistic cognition. Here, we start with the act 

predicating humanity (however it is cognized) of Plato (however he is cognized). 

One way of performing this act is to use the words ‘is human’ to predicate 

humanity of the man picked out using his name. Since both acts are purely 

representational and the explanation of the representational content of the second is 

not parasitically dependent on that of the first, both are propositions. Since not all 

performances of the first are performances of the second, they are different but 

representationally identical. Still, every performance of the second is a performance 

of the first; so entertaining the second, linguistically enhanced, proposition counts 

as entertaining the first, but not conversely.   

It will be noticed that this account generates many previously unrecognized 

linguistically enhanced propositions. This vast domain includes not only 

propositions incorporating complete sentences as ways of entertaining otherwise 

bare propositions, but all sorts of hybrids as well – e.g. the partially enhanced 

proposition that predicates humanity (however cognized) of the individual Plato 

that one cognizes using by his name.  Although the possibilities are virtually 

endless, I am not multiplying entities. The cognitive acts are real. One can 
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predicate humanity of Plato; one can also do so by cognizing humanity in this or 

that way, and cognizing Plato using these are those words. The acts are cognitively 

different, though representationally identical. Calling them ‘propositions’ doesn’t 

inflate one’s ontology. 

The real question is whether the species of representational cognitive acts I 

have identified can do the work traditionally reserved for propositions.  In chapter 2, 

I made the case that they can.  I then expanded the case to include several kinds of 

propositions of limited access cognitively distinct from, but representationally 

identical to propositions of unlimited access. As I argued earlier, the case for 

recognizing these propositions of limited access is not diminished by the fact that 

some of them – e.g. the “degenerate” proposition that Martha believes a proposition 

that only I can entertain  – may be of little use to us. The same can be said about 

some “degenerate” propositions concerning times and world-states.  Thus, it should 

be no surprise that many in the vast domain of possible linguistically enhanced 

propositions may be at most marginally useful to us in constructing theories of 

language and mind.   But this hardly shows that none are.  In what follows, I will 

argue that linguistically enhanced propositions play an important role in solving 

long-standing problems.  

Names, Frege’s Puzzle, and Linguistic Modes of Presentation 

I begin with puzzle cases involving names. For each name (or set of such), 

there are purely representational acts, propositions, distinguishable from their 

representationally identical counterparts by the fact that performing/entertaining 
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them requires agents to cognize predication targets using that name. All these 

propositions are purely representational acts, all are assigned truth conditions in the 

usual way, and all are potential objects of attitudes like entertaining, judging, and 

believing. With this in mind, consider (4).   

4a. Carl Hempel was a famous philosopher. 

  b.    Peter Hempel was a famous philosopher. 

  c. x was a famous philosopher  (relative to an assignment of Mr. Hempel as 

value of ‘x’) 

Let p be expressed by (4c).  PC is a proposition representationally identical to p 

which requires one who entertains it to cognize Mr. Hempel via the name ‘Carl 

Hempel’. PP requires cognition via the name ‘Peter Hempel’. Utterances of (4a) 

assert both PC and p; utterances of (4b) assert PP and p. With these elementary 

observations we reconcile a pair of heretofore hard-to-combine insights: one who 

accepts (4a) may, as Frege noted, believe something different from what one 

believes in accepting (4b), even though the propositions believed are 

representationally identical, as intimated by Kripke. 

The difference between the two propositions -- pC and pp -- is a difference 

in how Mr. Hempel is presented, or, as Frege would put it, in “modes of 

presentation” of Mr. Hempel.  What Frege missed, because of his other-worldly 

conception of propositions, is that these modes are ways doing things, which need 

not be constituents of the thing done – the proposition --  and so need not affect 

either what it represents or its truth conditions.   Just as structured propositions 

open up needed analyses of attitudes that are artificially foreclosed when 

propositions are taken to be sets of possible world-states, so cognitive propositions 



 92 

open up analyses artificially foreclosed by traditional conceptions of structured 

propositions.    

Here is a personal example.  Shortly after arriving at Princeton as an 

Assistant Professor in 1980, I encountered a distinguished gentleman whom others 

called ‘Peter Hempel’. Months later I discovered he was the famous philosopher 

Carl Hempel. Then, I could have truly reported my epistemic state using (5a), 

despite the fact I could not very well have done so with (5b). 

5a. I have only just now realized that Peter Hempel is the famous philosopher 

Carl Hempel. 

  b. I have only just now realized that Carl Hempel is the famous philosopher 

Carl Hempel. 

The truth I would then have reported is that I hadn’t, until recently, known or 

believed the enhanced identity statement entertained cognizing Mr. Hempel first 

using the name ‘Peter Hempel’ and second using the name ‘Carl Hempel’, even 

though I had believed the corresponding bare singular proposition. Pressed to 

explain what it was, precisely, that I hadn’t previously grasped, I would probably 

have answered along the lines of (5c).   

5c. I have only just now realized that the man, Mr. Hempel, previously known 

to me as ‘Peter Hempel’ is the famous philosopher Carl Hempel. 

Although this would have been true, and may in some conversational settings even 

have been as among the propositions asserted by my utterance of (5a), it is 

inferentially downstream from the truth directly reported by my use of (5a). 

It is crucial in considering (4) and (5) that we distinguish (i) predicating 

being so-and-so of o using a name n as one’s means of designating, and so 
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cognizing, o from (ii) predicating both being so-and-so and being named n of o. 

Doing the former doesn’t involve doing the latter; so one who asserts the 

proposition that is the first cognitive act need not assert the proposition that is the 

second. Since the two propositions predicate different properties of o, and so 

represent o differently, they have different truth conditions. The former is true at 

world-state w off o is so-and-so at w; the truth of the latter also requires n to be 

used at w to designate o.  

The case illustrated by (5a) is further generalized in (6) and (7).
33

 

6a. John asserts/believes that Carl Hempel was a famous philosopher. 

  b. John asserts/believes that Peter Hempel was a famous philosopher. 

7a. John didn’t assert/believe that Carl Hempel was a famous philosopher. 

  b. John didn’t assert/believe that Peter Hempel was a famous philosopher. 

When it is presupposed that one’s audience knows that John is familiar with Mr. 

Hempel under the name ‘Carl Hempel’, one may use (6a) to attribute to John 

assertion of, or belief in, a proposition that requires the predication target, Mr. 

Hempel, of being a famous philosopher to be cognized using that name, while 

using (7a) to deny that attribution. Similarly for (6b), (7b), and the name ‘Peter 

Hempel’. When it isn’t presupposed that John knows Mr. Hempel by name, there is 

no  similar enrichment.   

For example, I might correctly use (8) to report John’s inquiry, even though 

he didn’t know, or use, Martha’s name. 

8. John asked whether Martha was my wife. 

                                                        

33
For related discussion, see Soames (2004) and chapters 6 and 8 of Soames (2002) and Soames. 
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Here, the proposition I use the complement clause to contribute to the proposition I 

assert is not one the entertainment of which requires an agent to identify its 

predication target by name. This might be problematic if the proposition 

semantically encoded by the clause required one who entertained it to use ‘Martha’.  

But it doesn’t.  

There are, of course, many cases of both kinds: those in which linguistic 

information about the use of names by agents of reported attitudes is presupposed, 

and those in which it isn’t.  This variation, which has been the bane of attempts to 

give semantic solutions to Frege’s puzzle, suggests that propositions semantically 

expressed by sentences containing names don’t require agents who entertain them 

to pick out their constituents in any special linguistic way. Linguistic enhancements 

are simply candidates for pragmatic enrichment. In short, the cognitive theory of 

propositions allows us to incorporate some of what Nathan Salmon calls “guises” 

(by which by which propositional constituents are picked out in entertaining them) 

into propositions themselves, without changing representational content, and 

without semantic encoding.
34

 

 With this in mind, I revisit a classic instance of Frege’s puzzle. 

9a. Peter Hempel is Peter Hempel. 

  b. Peter Hempel is Carl Hempel. 

                                                        

34
 Salmon (1986). Since typically such guises are not included in semantic content, Salmon and I 

continue to agree on the semantic contents of the sentences in question, even if we disagree 

regarding which propositions are asserted by utterances of sentences containing names and other 

singular terms.  
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10a. Mary knows that Peter Hempel is Peter Hempel. 

    b. Mary knows that Peter Hempel is Carl Hempel. 

Although the semantics of the (a) sentences are the same as those of the (b) 

sentences, the propositions they are used to assert are typically different.  One who 

assertively utters (9b) asserts a set of distinct but representationally identical 

propositions, each of which predicates identity of the pair of Mr. Hempel and Mr. 

Hempel.  One of these places no restrictions on how the arguments of the identity 

relation are cognized; one requires only that the first argument be cognized using 

the name ‘Peter Hempel’, one requires only that the second argument be cognized 

using ‘Carl Hempel’; and one requires both. Typically the reason for uttering (9b) 

is to assert and convey this last proposition -- as well, in some cases, as further  

representational-content changing enrichments of it.   

For example, if it is already presupposed in the context that ‘Carl Hempel’ 

designates a famous philosopher and that ‘Peter Hempel’ designates the man to 

whom you have just been introduced, I may answer your question “Who is the man, 

Peter Hempel, to whom I have just been introduced?” by uttering, (9b), “Peter 

Hempel is Carl Hempel.” In such a case, I thereby assert the proposition that 

predicates being identical of a pair of arguments the first of which is Mr. Hempel, 

identified using ‘Peter Hempel’ and the second of which is Mr. Hempel, identified 

using ‘Carl Hempel’. Because of the special circumstances of the context of 

utterance, I will also communicate, and might also be counted as asserting, the 

further descriptively enriched proposition that the man, Mr. Hempel (identified 

using ‘Peter Hempel’) to whom you have been introduced is the famous 
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philosopher, Mr. Hempel (identified using ‘Carl Hempel’). Although the first 

pragmatically enriched proposition is representationally identical to the bare 

singular proposition semantically expressed by the sentence uttered, the second 

enriched proposition changes representational content by adding further conditions 

that Mr. Hempel must satisfy if the proposition is to be true. 

All of this carries over to assertive utterances of the attitude ascription (10b).  

As before, the proposition semantically expressed is uninteresting. So, speakers use, 

and hearers expect them to use, the sentence to attribute knowledge to Mary of an 

enrichment of its complement clause. One minimal enrichment merely adds 

linguistic restrictions on how the arguments of the identity relation are cognized. 

Although this enrichment is representationally inert, the perspective it provides on 

Mary’s cognition may allow hearers to infer further, asserted or unasserted, 

contents about what Mary knows.  If she is known to be a philosophy of science 

student who will recognize the name ‘Carl Hempel’, and to be one to whom Mr. 

Hempel has been introduced as ‘Peter Hempel’, then the utterance of (10b) will put 

hearers in a position to infer that she knows that Mr. Hempel, to whom she has 

been introduced as ‘Peter Hempel’, is the philosopher of science Carl Hempel, who 

publishes under that name. In some contexts, this might be included in what is 

asserted.  But whatever Mary is asserted to know in a given case will often be 

supplemented by further information the conveyance of which the linguistic 

enrichments have made possible. 
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Apriority, Aposteriority, and Representational identity 

This sort of enrichment also adds a new twist to discussions of the apriority 

or aposteriority of propositions expressed by identity sentences containing Millian 

names.  The bare singular proposition p that is the semantic content of both (9a) 

and (9b) (which predicates identity of Mr. Hempel and Mr. Hempel) is knowable 

apriori because there are ways of entertaining it -- e.g. by performing the 

predication recognizing the use of the same name ‘Peter Hempel’ twice over -- 

such that, once entertained, no empirical evidence is needed to justify accepting the 

proposition, or to determine it to be true.  Descriptive enrichments such as the 

proposition that the man, Mr. Hempel, to whom you have been introduced is the 

famous philosopher, Mr. Hempel, are, of course, knowable only aposteriori.  What 

about the minimal enrichment of the semantic content of (9a) and (9b) that requires 

the first and second arguments of the identity relation to be cognized using the 

names ‘Peter Hempel’ and ‘Carl Hempel’ respectively?  

Although this proposition -- call it “pPC” -- is representationally identical to 

the apriori truth p semantically expressed by (9a) and (9b), it is knowable only 

aposteriori.  When one entertains pPC, one has no way of determining its truth by 

reflection, without being provided with empirical information that the names are 

being used codesignatively.  What has, until now, made the aposteriority of pPC 

difficult for Millians like Salmon and me to recognize has been our tendency, along 

with almost everyone else, to take representationally identical propositions to be 

absolutely identical. With cognitive propositions, one can see how the linguistically 
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enriched proposition pPC associated with (9b) can be representationally identical to 

the apriori truth p semantically expressed by (9a), without itself being apriori. But 

one must be careful how one expresses this.  If, when one asks, “Is the proposition 

that Peter Hempel is Carl Hempel knowable apriori?”, one is asking whether the 

proposition p semantically expressed by (9b) is knowable apriori, then the answer 

is, as Salmon and I have long maintained, “Yes.” But if one is asking whether the 

linguistically enriched proposition pPC that sentence (9b) is often used to express is 

knowable apriori, then the answer is “No, it isn’t.” 

With this we can add an addendum to the discussion of the following trio of 

propositions characterized in chapter two as distinct, representationally identical 

truths distinguished by the presence, absence, or distribution of the Millian mode of 

presentation requiring one or more of the arguments of the identity relation to be 

cognized by entertaining it. 

11a. Logicism is (the proposition) that arithmetic is reducible to logic. 
   b. Logicism is logicism. 
   c. That arithmetic is reducible to logic is (the proposition) that arithmetic 

is reducible to logic. 

In that discussion we took ‘logicism’ to contribute only its referent to the 

propositions expressed by (11a) and (11b).  On that understanding (11a) counted as 

knowable apriori, by virtue of the fact that knowledge of proposition (11c) was 

sufficient for knowledge of it.  However, if we consider a case in which the 

proposition an agent uses (11a) to present is one in which the first argument of the 

identity relation is presented by the Millian mode of presentation requiring 
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cognition by the name ‘logicism’, then the proposition presented is knowable only 

a posteriori. 

Linguistic Modes of Presentation and Kripke’s Puzzle 

This point goes further. Typically in philosophy we have assumed that we 

can uniquely specify propositions using constructions of the form the proposition 

that S, when S is unambiguous and indexical free.  We have assumed that uses of 

‘the proposition that Hesperus is Phosphorus’ and ‘the proposition that London is 

pretty’ each designate a single proposition that doesn’t vary from use to use.  The 

reality of free linguistic enhancement and other pragmatic enrichment belies this in 

a way that connects with an observation made in Kripke (1979). There, Kripke 

introduces a formerly monolingual Frenchman, Pierre, who moves to London and 

learns English by immersion, without learning that ‘Londres’ translates ‘London’, 

and hence without learning that ‘Londres est jollie’ translates ‘London is pretty’. 

Although Pierre understands the former as well as any monolingual Frenchman, 

while understanding the latter as well as any monolingual Englishman, he sincerely 

assents to the former while sincerely dissenting from the latter. Kripke asks “Does 

Pierre believe that London is pretty, or not?”  The answer he wants is a simple 

“Yes,” or “No,” not a redescription of Pierre’s cognitive situation in other terms. 

Refusing to provide such an answer himself, Kripke argues that any direct answer 

faces seemingly disqualifying difficulties. 

He says: 
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“I have no firm belief as to how to solve it [the puzzle].  But beware of one 

source of confusion.  It is no solution in itself to observe that some other 

terminology, which evades the question whether Pierre believes that London is 

pretty, may be sufficient to state all the relevant facts.  I am fully aware that 

complete and straightforward descriptions of the situation are possible and that 

in this sense there is no paradox…But none of this answers the central question.  

Does Pierre, or does he not, believe that London is pretty.  I know of no answer 

to this question that seems satisfactory.”
35

 

Later, he adds the following suggestive diagnosis of the source of the problem he 

has exposed. 

“When we enter into the area exemplified by … and Pierre our normal practices 

of interpretation and attribution of belief are subjected to the greatest possible 

strain, perhaps to the point of breakdown.  So is the notion of the content of 

someone’s assertion, the proposition it expresses.”
36

 

With the help of the cognitive conception of propositions we can, I think, identify 

what has broken down, and why.  

Our normal practices of interpretation and belief attribution allow us to use 

meaning-preserving translations in interpreting the words of others and ascribing 

beliefs to them. The resulting reports contain that clauses which we take to 

uniquely specify the proposition believed.  But sometimes in moving from one 

language to another, we may lose more than words used to express propositions 

that can equally well be expressed in other ways. There are, of course, many 

propositions we can express in one language when describing attitudes of speakers 

of another. But there are also linguistically-enhanced propositions 

representationally identical to their linguistically neutral counterparts that play 

                                                        

35
 Kripke (1979), at pp. 895-896 of the 1997 reprinting. 

36
 Ibid., at p. 906. 
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crucial roles in the lives of agents like Pierre.  In his case, we have no way, without 

using or mentioning French words to report some of his motivationally significant 

beliefs. 

Because of this we have a hard time answering Kripke’s question,  “Does 

Pierre believe that London is pretty?” with a simple “Yes” or “No” – even though 

we can say precisely what Pierre does, and doesn’t, believe. He believes the 

proposition semantically expressed by ‘Londres est jollie’ and ‘London is pretty’, 

which simply predicates being pretty of London.  He also believes the proposition 

semantically expressed by their negations. He further believes the enhanced 

proposition that predicates being pretty of London, entertainable only by one who 

cognizes London via the name ‘Londres’; he does not believe its negation. The 

situation is reversed for the enhancement of the semantic content of ‘London is 

pretty’ entertainable only by cognizing London via the name ‘London’. 

The reason that neither this nor any other story will provide a simple 

answer to Kripke’s question is that he hasn’t asked a single question. Instead, 

he has put several questions in play, to some of which the answers are ‘Yes’ 

and to others the answer is ‘No’. This doesn’t always happen when one asks 

what someone believes, or answers such a question. Sometimes a sentence 

“So-and-so believes that S,” is used to report belief in a single propositional 

object, whether linguistically enhanced or not.  When this is so, it is usually 

determinate whether the report is true. Even when it is indeterminate which 

of various propositions is reported believed, the truth value of the report may 
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still be determinate, if the agent believes, or doesn’t believe, each proposition 

about which the report is indeterminate. In such cases the indeterminacy may 

not matter, even though it is there. 

By contrast, Kripke’s scenario shows how, in some cases, our normal 

interpretive practices don’t allow us to converge on a single interpretation of 

an attitude report, but instead make contending interpretations with different 

truth values available, where the differences among them are relevant to the 

issues at hand.  In such a case, the use of a sentence Does A believe that S? 

will fail to express a determinate or relevantly answerable question because 

the agent, like Pierre, bears different attitudes to representationally identical 

but cognitively distinct propositions -- while those trying to use ordinary 

belief ascriptions to report the agent’s attitude are unable to pick out objects 

of the agent’s attitudes with sufficient determinacy to yield unique truth 

values.  

Meaning and Understanding  

In the section before last, I used the names ‘Peter Hempel’ and ‘Carl 

Hempel’ rather than the philosophically ubiquitous ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ in 

illustrating linguistic propositions incorporating linguistic modes of presentation 

for a reason. Although both pairs of names contribute only referents to propositions 

semantically expressed by sentences containing them, understanding the latter pair 

requires having information of a sort not required to understand the former. Those 

well enough informed to employ the names ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ are 
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expected to know that speakers who use them typically presuppose that ‘Hesperus’ 

stands for something visible in the evening and ‘Phosphorus’ stands for something 

visible in the morning.
37

 One who mixed this up would misunderstand, or at the 

very least not fully understand, the names.  Nothing of this sort is true of ‘Peter 

Hempel’ and ‘Carl Hempel’. 

With this in mind, consider an utterance of (12) by a speaker A addressing a 

hearer B, in a context in which A and B share the presupposition that both 

understand the names. 

12. Hesperus is Phosphorus. 

Here, A asserts not only the bare singular proposition expressed by (12), but also 

the linguistically enhanced proposition entertainable only by those who identify the 

predication targets via the two names. The cognitive impact of this enhancement is 

more predictably identifiable and less sensitive to changeable contextual features 

than are the impacts of similar enhancements involving ordinary names like ‘Peter 

Hempel’ and ‘Carl Hempel’.  Although the enhanced proposition that A asserts 

merely represents Venus as being identical with Venus, B’s acceptance of it puts B 

in position to draw further conclusions.  Knowing that A asserted the linguistically 

enhanced proposition, and presupposing that A understands the names involved, B 

reasons that A knows he will be taken to be committed to the claim that the object 

Hesperus, visible in the evening sky, is identical with the object Phosphorus, visible 

                                                        

37
 I here us ‘so-and-so’ as a schematic predicate letter, and ‘Hesperus is so-and-so’ and ‘Phosphorus 

is so-and-so’ as sentence schemata. 
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in the morning sky.  Realizing that A has done nothing to undermine this 

expectation, and in fact anticipates this reasoning, B may further conclude, 

correctly, that A asserted the descriptively enriched proposition.  

The extra assertive content attached to A’s remark arises from (i) the 

linguistically enhanced proposition A asserted, which incorporates the Millian 

modes of presentation requiring cognition of Venus via the two names, (ii) the 

shared presupposition that both A and B understand those names, (iii) the 

descriptive information that comes with such understanding, and (iv) the fact that 

nothing else about the utterance blocks the reasoning used by B to identify the 

descriptively enriched assertion.  It is important to realize that there are cases in 

which reasoning of this sort is blocked.  

Suppose, for example, that the conversation between A and B were to 

continue as follows: 

13a. If Hesperus’s orbit had been different it wouldn’t appear in the evening.    

(Said by A) 

    b. In that case would Hesperus still have been Phosphorus?  (Asked by B) 

    c.  Certainly.  Hesperus would have been Phosphorus not matter what (A again) 

Here, factors (i) – (iii) remain in place, but (iv) doesn’t. Although A’s assertive 

utterance of (13c) commits A to the necessity of the linguistically enhanced 

proposition that Hesperus is Phosphorus, it doesn’t commit A to the absurdity that no 

matter what the planet’s orbit had been, the unique thing that was both Hesperus and 

visible in the evening would have been identical with the unique thing that was both 

Phosphorus and visible in the morning. The difference between the descriptive 
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enrichment of A’s use of (12) and the lack of such enrichment of A’s use of the modal 

sentence (13c) hinges on what understanding the names requires. It requires knowing 

that most agents familiar enough to use them take ‘Hesperus’ to designate something 

seen in the evening and ‘Phosphorus’ to designate something seen in the morning.  

Presupposing this about each other, A and B assign a rich descriptive content to A’s 

assertive utterance of (12).  Since taking the names to designate things actually seen at 

certain times carries tells one nothing about when those things are seen at possible 

world-states, A and B are not tempted to descriptively enrich the modal assertion 

made by A’s use of (13c). 

Although nothing could be simpler, the contrast illustrated by (12) and (13c) 

has been difficult for theorists to accommodate. Some contemporary Millians, 

fixated on examples like (13c), have mistakenly distrusted descriptive enrichment 

of assertive content in examples like (12).  While followers of Frege have correctly 

taken proposition asserted by examples like (12) (in contexts in which the names 

are understood) to include descriptive contents, they have had trouble with uses of 

modal examples like (13c). Their trouble is grounded in a misunderstanding of the 

way descriptive information is tied to understanding expressions. Many 

descriptivists have wrongly assumed that the descriptive information needed to 

understand special names like ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’, ordinary names, and 

natural kind terms are their semantic contents.  Since they think that all such 

expressions have semantic contents, they think that the expressions must all have 

descriptive Fregean senses of one or another sort.  
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This view is based on three cardinal errors:  

 (a) the idea that names like ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’, which arguably 

impose substantive descriptive conditions on what it takes to (fully) 

understand them, are representative of names in general,  

(b)  the assumption that conditions on (fully) understanding terms – including 

those like ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ -- are incorporated in descriptive 

senses that determine their referents, and that either are the contributions 

these terms make to the propositions semantically expressed by (uses of) 

sentences containing them, and  

(c)  the presumption that the “cognitive significance” (inference potential) of a 

proposition p for one who entertains it is exhausted by p’s representational 

content (so representationally identical propositions have the same 

cognitive significance). 

(a) is false because there is no standard (reference determining) descriptive 

information that must be known or believed by those who use most ordinary 

names;  (c) is false because, as I have used (12) to illustrate, referentially identical 

propositions can differ in their inference potential; (b) is false because it wrongly 

incorporates conditions on understanding into a term’s meaning or semantic 

content.  

 Outliers like ’Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ aside, this final error doesn’t 

show up much in our ordinary talk of names, because we don’t normally speak of 

what the names ‘Saul Kripke’ or ‘David Lewis’ mean, or of whether one 

understands them. Rather, we are inclined to ask whether one is familiar with the 

names. We are more prone to error with general terms like ‘water’ and ‘heat’. 

These are directly referential designators of kinds – one a chemical kind involving 

hydrogen and oxygen, one a physical kind involving motion of molecules. In each 

case, the kind K is the semantic content that the general term G contributes to 
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propositions semantically expressed by sentences containing G.  Given this, plus 

the idea that the semantic content of G is the meaning of G, one is tempted to think:  

(i) that knowing what G means and understanding G are the same; (ii) that 

knowing that K is the meaning of G – which is knowing, of K, that it is the 

meaning of G -- is necessary and sufficient for knowing what G means, and (iii) 

that therefore knowing that K is the meaning G (i.e. knowing, of K, that it is what 

G means) is necessary and sufficient for understanding G. 

 This can’t be right.  To know (the truth of) the proposition expressed by n 

is G, where n denotes o, is to know, of K, that o is an instance of it  As Kripke and 

Putnam taught us, one can know things like this without being able to define what 

it takes to be instance of K, or even to reliably identify K’s instances.  It is enough 

that there be a general term designating K that one picks up with the intention of 

preserving the content it has already acquired.  It is also enough if one has had 

limited contact with instances of K, and one uses the term to designate the unique 

kind (of the relevant type) of which the things one has encountered are instances --  

where it is tacitly understood that being an instance of a kind involves sharing 

properties that explain the salient observable characteristics of its instances. 

Given all this, one can acquire knowledge of K very easily.  One of the 

easiest things one can come to know is that a certain general term means or stands 

for K – e.g. that ‘water’ stands for water and that ‘heat’ stands for heat. An agent 

who has acquired these terms by one of the easy routes just mentioned thereby 

knows, of each relevant K, that the corresponding term G stands for it.  But, 
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contrary to (i) – (iii) above, this is not sufficient for understanding G, let alone for 

fully understanding it in the sense in which we ordinarily speak of such 

understanding. Such understanding requires more than minimal competence with 

the term, which is simply the ability to use it to designate what it conventionally 

designates. To understand a term is to have the knowledge and recognitional 

ability to use it to communicate in ways widely presupposed in the linguistic 

community.  

This dynamic, illustrated using ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’, but otherwise 

rarely found with ordinary names, is nearly always present with natural kind terms.  

Understanding them -- in the sense needed to use them to communicate in ways 

widely presupposed by members of one’s linguistic community -- requires more 

than knowing of the kinds that the terms designate them. For example, 

understanding ‘water’ requires knowing such obvious facts as that it stands for 

something that can take the form of a colorless drinkable liquid, something that 

falls from the sky in rain, and so on.   A similar remark can be made about the 

general terms ‘heat’, ‘light’, and ‘red’, the (full) understanding of which may 

require some ability to recognize instances of the designated kinds via the senses, 

in addition to knowledge of commonplace facts about the kinds and their instances. 

Understanding in this sense is not a semantic notion in the sense of theories 

of semantic content. Our ordinary notions of understanding an expression E and 

knowing what E means track information commonly presupposed by most speakers 

who use E -- which is only distantly related to the technical notion semantic 
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content or it determinants. For a semantic theory that assigns a given content to E 

to be correct, most minimally competent speakers must use E with that content, 

which in turn must typically appear as a constituent of the contents of speech acts 

performed using E. Widely shared presuppositions about information normally 

carried by uses of sentences containing E go much further.   

These presuppositions together with representationally inert but cognitively 

significant linguistic modes of presentation pragmatically added to propositions 

semantically expressed by sentences containing general terms are important for 

understanding instances of Frege’s puzzle like (14). 

14a. Water is the substance molecules of which are made up of one hydrogen 

atom and two oxygen atoms. 

    b. Water is H2O. 

    c. Water is water. 

The proposition semantically expressed by (14c) predicates identity of the kind 

water and itself, and so is knowable apriori. The proposition semantically 

expressed by (14a) is both distinct from proposition (14c) and non-trivial because it 

involves a genuine description. The status of (14b) depends on whether ‘H2O’ is a 

name or an abbreviated definite description. The most plausible view, I think, is 

that, like ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’, it is a Millian name the understanding of 

which requires associating it with certain minimal descriptive information.  In the 

case of ‘H2O’, the information required to understand it is that it is widely 

presupposed (and known to be presupposed) by users of the name that it stands for 

some kind of chemical compound involving hydrogen and oxygen (but nothing 
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more detailed than that). Under these assumptions, (14b) semantically expresses 

the same trivially true proposition that (14c) does. But the pragmatically enhanced 

proposition that arises from it by requiring the first argument of identity to be 

cognized via the term ‘water’ and the second to be cognized via the term ‘H2O’ is 

new and knowable only aposteriori. Those who believe this proposition, 

understanding both ‘water’ and ‘H2O’, are typically able to infer that assertive uses 

of (14b) will standardly assert that the stuff, water, that comes in the form of a 

colorless, drinkable liquid that  falls from the sky in rain is a chemical compound 

involving hydrogen and oxygen. Since speaker-hearers standardly presuppose that 

they understand the expressions, this highly informative proposition will normally 

be communicated and even asserted by assertive utterances of (14b).  

 In this example, understanding the terms ‘water’ and ‘H2O’ require having 

different collateral information about what they stand for, despite the fact that their 

representational contents are identical.   A similar contrast can be drawn in cases in 

which (fully) understanding one term requires recognitional ability not required in 

order to understand a second term with the same representational content.  A case 

in point is provided by the color term ‘red’ and what we may take to be a Millian 

general term ‘R’ designating the same surface spectral reflectance property that 

‘red’ does.
38

  It is plausible to suppose that fully understanding ‘red’ (in the sense 

of satisfying what is widely presupposed in contexts in which it is used) requires 

                                                        

38
 See Soames (2007) for an analysis of ‘red’ along these lines. 
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the ability to visually identify objects that are instances of the color it designates, 

whereas no such recognitional ability is required to fully understand ‘R’.
39

 If this is 

right, then sentences that differ only in the substitution of one of these terms for the 

other may be used to assert and/or convey different information despite 

semantically expressing the same proposition.  Thus, if I tell you, 

15a. The property being red  just is the property being R 

in a context in which it is presupposed that we both (fully) understand ‘red’ (and so 

can recognize by sight things to which it correctly applies), then I assert a 

linguistically enhanced proposition from which, together with background 

information in the context, you can conclude that various things you visually 

recognize as being red are also R, despite the fact that you would not be in the 

position to draw such conclusions had I uttered (15b) or (15c) instead. 

15b. The property being red just is the property being red. 

    c. The property being R just is the property being R. 

In cases in which we each know that we both visually recognize certain things to be 

red my utterance of (15a) will communicate, and in some cases even assert, that 

those things are also R. 

Next consider the attitude ascription (16), referring to a monolingual 

Spanish speaker. 

                                                        

39
 Since the blind and the color blind don’t aren’t able to do this, they don’t count as fully 

understanding ‘red’, though they often are able to use it perfectly well to designate its conventional 

representational content. 
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16.  Juan has just learned that that water is H2O. 

Here, the falsehood semantically expressed by (16) is enriched by requiring one 

who entertains the object of ‘learn’ to cognize one argument of identity via the term 

‘water’ or some translation of it, while cognizing the other via ‘H2O’, or some 

translation of it -- T2 being a translation of T1 only if conditions for understanding 

them are (roughly) the same. So understood, a use of (16) asserts that Juan has only 

recently come to believe a certain informative proposition that makes no claims 

about words or translations. When, as is standard, he is presupposed (i) to 

understand the relevant terms, and (ii) to take the descriptive information required 

by such understanding to genuinely apply to the designata of those terms (as, of 

course, the vast majority of speakers of his language do), the assertive utterance of 

(16) will result in the assertion and communication of a proposition that 

characterizes Juan as only recently coming to know that that a certain stuff that 

comes in the form of a colorless, drinkable liquid and falls from the sky in rain is a 

chemical compound involving hydrogen and oxygen.
40

  A similar point can be 

made about uses of (17). 

17. Juan has just learned that for any object x whatsoever, it is red iff it is R. 

Lessons for Frege’s Puzzle and Beyond 

Like the discussion of earlier examples, this result illustrates how cognitive 

propositions combined with Millian, and in particular linguistic, modes of 

                                                        

40
 (ii) is essentially the condition that that Juan is typical in believing the stereotypes of ‘water’ and 

‘H2O’ in the sense of Putnam (1970) to be accurate. 
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presentation can be used to great advantage in defusing Frege-puzzle cases 

involving natural kind terms, attitude ascriptions, and even cases involving 

ascription of attitudes to agents who speak other languages.  The same combination 

also gives a positive twist to the treatment of the classic example in John Perry 

(1977) of the amnesiac Rudolf Lingens, trapped in the Stanford library reading a 

fact-filled biography of Lingens that includes a description of his predicament. 

From his reading, he knows of Rudolph, i.e. himself, that he is named ‘Rudolf’, but 

doesn’t know this in the first-person way, and so doesn’t self-ascribe being so 

named. This changes when he remembers “who he is” and truthfully says, “I have 

just realized my name is ‘Rudolf’.” The truth of his remark requires that the 

proposition to which he previously not bore the realizing relation is one requiring 

him to be identified in the first-person way. This is easily handled by the account 

given in chapter 3. 

Suppose, however, that Rudolf expresses his epiphany using (18a). 

18a. I have just realized that I am Rudolf Lingens. 

How can his assertion be true?  Suppose the library has a mirror. Looking in it, the 

amnesiac says “I am he” demonstrating RL. In so doing, RL self-ascribes being RL, 

realizing in the first-person way that he is RL. Although this threatens the truth of 

(18a) on Lewis- or Perry-style analyses, the cognitive analysis of propositions has 

the resources to avoid the threat. Starting from the semantic content (18b), we first 

reorganize that content in a form (18c) suitable for representing self-ascription.  

18b. Only just now has it been so that:  RL realizes that RL is RL 
    c. Only just now has it been so that:  x [x realizes that x = RL] RL 
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Next we proceed with two pragmatic enrichments: one requiring the target of 

realizing one is identical with RL to be cognized in first-person way, and one 

requiring the second argument of the identity relation to be cognized via the name 

‘Rudolf Lingens’.
41

 The larger lesson exhibited by this case is that since all de se 

cases, original or extended, are at bottom variants of Frege’s puzzle, they should be 

solved in similar fashion. 

 The final lesson to be learned from about Frege-puzzle cases from the 

above discussion of meaning and understanding is that there are two different 

senses of ‘meaning’ which must be distinguished.  The first sense of meaning is 

strictly Millian; it is the object or kind that a Millian term stands for. This is what 

the term contributes to what -- in the terminology of contemporary theories of 

language -- is called “the semantic content” of (or “proposition semantically 

expressed by”) sentences containing it.  The second sense of ‘meaning’ is one in 

which the meaning of a term – or of a phrase or sentence containing it – is a set of 

conditions that must satisfied in order for a speaker to be counted as understanding 

the expression. Sometimes satisfying these conditions requires knowing widely 

presupposed facts about the semantic content of the expression; sometimes it 

requires recognitional, verificatory, or inferential abilities concerning that content.  

The chief error of theories descending from Frege is that they conflate these two 

kinds of meaning (semantic content vs. that needed for understanding).  The chief 

                                                        

41
 Although (18c) serves the purposes of this example, a more complicated representation -- Only 

just now has it been so that:  x [x realizes that y (y = RL) RL] RL (with two first-person 

enrichments) – is needed for some cases, including a variant of one discussed in chapter 3. 
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error of theories descending from Mill is that they have often ignored the second 

type of meaning.  These errors must be corrected if we are to continue to make 

progress in the study of linguistic meaning and language use.  Any adequate theory 

must recognize the different ways in which the two kinds of meaning contribute to 

what speakers assert and believe when they use sentences. I have tried, in this 

chapter, to illustrate how cognitive conception of propositions fit into this larger 

picture. 
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Chapter 5 

Perceptual and Demonstrative Modes of Presentation 

 

Another Millian Mode of Presentation: Perceptual Identification 

Chapters 2-4 introduced several ways of cognizing propositional 

constituents that can be incorporated into propositions without changing referential 

content. Notably absent until now has been perception, which is a Millian mode of 

presentation, or better a collection of such modes, of the same general sort.  One 

member of the collection is vision, which is itself a vast extended family of this 

sort.  Imagine, to begin with, an agent A watching a bird, B, hop from branch to 

branch on a tree.  Although A visually predicates first one, then another other, 

property of B, A doesn’t, while focusing on B, identify B as whatever turns out to 

uniquely possess this or that property.
42

 A’s perceptual focus is more direct and 

immediate. Because of this, there is a cognitive act, and so a proposition, of 

predicating being red, of a predication target B, that one cognizes visually. To 

perform this act, and hence to entertain the proposition, requires identifying the 

target of one’s predication visually.  

 In this example, the property predicated is visually perceivable – one that 

may itself be a constituent of A’s perception.  In such a case, A doesn’t simply 

predicate a property of a visually identified object; A’s predication of the property 

                                                        

42
 Dickie (2010) articulates an account of perceptual acquaintance that brings together experimental 

literature on psychology with traditional philosophical literature on thought and perception in 

support of the thesis that the identification of objects in visual perception is direct and conceptually 

unmediated.  Reconati (2010) also defends an account of perceptual acquaintance that distinguishes 

singular cognition from descriptive cognition. 
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occurs in one’s visual perception. But this isn’t essential. Having identified a 

perception target perceptually, I might predicate a non-perceptual property of it – 

being a cardinal, being a type of bird that is rarely found here, or being Tom’s pet. 

In such a case, A entertains a perceptually restricted proposition, even though the 

proposition isn’t entertained in perception.  

 How an object is given to one perceptually when one predicates something 

of it can, of course, affect whether one affirms the predication, judging the resulting 

proposition to be true. Although B may be Tom’s pet cardinal, which he has 

previously told A about, A may be surprised when you say to A, demonstrating B, 

“That is Tom’s pet cardinal.” “Oh,” A might respond, “I didn’t realize that it 

[demonstrating B] was Tom’s pet, or even that it was a cardinal.” These assertions 

appear true, even if A retains his previous knowledge of what Tom told him about 

B -- that B is a cardinal and that B is Tom’s pet. For A’s new assertions to be true, 

the propositions A claims not to have known must not be the bare singular 

propositions about B that A knows from Tom’s previous testimony. But they may 

be representationally identical versions of those propositions the entertainment of 

which requires B to be visually identified. 

 That these propositions aren’t semantically encoded is no objection to the 

claim that they are asserted, provided one thinks, as I do, that semantic contents of 

sentences are only starting points for determining what agents assert or otherwise 

express. Many examples I have discussed in previous chapters have involved 

pragmatic enrichment of the semantic content of a sentence. For each example S, 
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one starts with its semantic content and adds, either to it or to a representationally 

equivalent reorganization of it, restrictions on how one or more predication targets 

are cognized.  These additions are driven by the goal of making maximal sense of 

the speaker’s remark.  When no addition is needed, none is made, and the speaker 

is deemed to have asserted or expressed the proposition his sentence semantically 

encodes. When competing additions lead to different assessments of his or her 

performance, we select the one that best fits the requirements of the communicative 

situation. The same reasoning applies to cases like the one just considered in which 

restrictions are added requiring perceptual identifications of predication targets.  In 

these cases, as with so many others, we deal with sub cases of Frege’s puzzle by 

using a new kind of pragmatic enrichment that does not change representational 

content. 

 This is illustrated by a further variation of the story of A’s seeing Tom’s pet 

cardinal B.  This time imagine that several days before A’s conversation with you, 

A saw B in Tom’s home, judging her then to be a cardinal, and Tom’s pet. A then 

entertained and affirmed the true, perceptually restricted propositions A fails to 

affirm when seeing B later. How, in this version of the story, can we account for 

the apparent truths A asserts when A responds to your information by uttering (1a), 

(1b), or (1c)? 

1a. I didn’t recognize that bird (demonstrating B) as Tom’s pet cardinal.  

  b. I didn’t realize that that bird (demonstrating B) was Tom’s pet cardinal. 

  c. I didn’t know that that bird (demonstrating B) was Tom’s pet cardinal. 
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All that is required by the truth A asserts in uttering (1a) is that A didn’t, 

just prior to the report, affirm the proposition p+ that predicates being Tom’s pet 

cardinal of B, the entertainment of which requires one to cognize B visually. This 

is unproblematic, since it means only that A didn’t occurrently judge that 

proposition to be true.  Next consider (1b) and (1c). Here, we add that A did, when 

A saw B earlier in her bird house, believe, and perhaps even know, p+.
43

  Does A 

continue to believe or know p+ later, when A refuses to affirm it? Although refusal 

to affirm a proposition one entertains doesn’t prove that one doesn’t know or 

believe it independently, it is plausible to suppose that such refusal coupled with 

the lack of a reliable disposition to affirm it (with appropriate justification) when it 

is entertained in related circumstances may preclude knowing, or even believing, it.  

If, in the present case, A isn’t very good at recognizing B as Tom’s pet cardinal in 

various perceptual situations, we should suppose that A doesn’t know, and may not 

even believe, p+, and hence that the assertions A makes in uttering (1b) and (1c) are 

true.  This is all to the good, since these results seem to be straightforwardly correct. 

 The case is more complicated when, despite the fact that A nearly always 

recognizes his wife Mary when he sees her, A’s failure to do so on a particular 

occasion leads him to ask, “Is she [demonstrating  Mary] my wife?  I don’t know 

whether she is or not.” How, in this case, can we explain the apparent truth of A’s 

assertion that he doesn’t know whether she [demonstrating Mary] is his wife?  Even 

                                                        

43
 More properly, A believed or knew a proposition identical with p+ except for containing a time 

early than the time t reported on, which A continues to know at t. 
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though A doesn’t, upon seeing her, affirm the pragmatically enriched proposition 

that she is his wife the entertainment of which requires cognizing her visually, A 

does retain a robust disposition to affirm that proposition when presented to him 

across a wide range of ordinary circumstances. The fact that A retains this 

disposition is evidenced by the justice of his companion’s rejoinder, “You do so 

know that she [demonstrating Mary] is your wife. Look more carefully.”  This 

suggests that A’s original claim to lack knowledge may be false, and only have 

appeared true because there was an evident truth in the vicinity -- namely that A 

didn’t, and couldn’t, then judge whether she [demonstrating Mary] was his wife, 

because A wasn’t then in a position to affirm the perceptually enriched proposition 

that she was.  The fact that A could perfectly well judge, of Mary, that she was his 

wife, and may even then have been thinking of his good fortune that she was, is 

accommodated by distinguishing the ordinary singular proposition that predicates 

being his wife of her from the pragmatically enriched version of it that requires its 

predication target, Mary, to be (visually) perceived. 

Might we hope to do better? Surely, when A failed to recognize Mary, she 

was presented to him visually in some particular way w. Indeed, there may be 

several such ways, at different levels of specificity.  Let Pw be a proposition that 

predicates being A’s wife of Mary the entertainment of which requires visually 

focusing on Mary in one of these specific ways. Presumably, there are such 

propositions, which, though entertained by A, were not among those known by A.  

However, this doesn’t guarantee that A spoke truly when A said to his companion, 
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“I don’t know whether she (demonstrating Mary) is my wife.” Although A’s 

audience can identify and entertain the proposition predicating being A’s wife of 

Mary, cognized in some visual way or other (which A did know), in certain 

circumstances A’s companion may not be able to identify the more specific 

proposition Pw as the one uncertainty about which prompted A’s remark. Since 

successful assertion requires providing one’s audience a reasonable opportunity of 

identifying the proposition asserted, circumstances in which A is unable to do this 

are cases in which A didn’t assert or communicate that he didn’t know Pw.  At best, 

in such cases, A may have indirectly indicated there to be some proposition he 

entertained but didn’t know in which being his wife is predicated of Mary, visually 

presented to him in a particular way.   

What assertion or communication of a proposition p requires is not 

necessarily that hearers be able to entertain p,  but that they be able to identify p as 

something the speaker wishes to assert, and to determine what is required for p to 

be true. Think of first-person propositions. When I say “I am in danger” you can 

entertain one of the propositions I assert – that SS is in danger – while identifying, 

and determining what is required for the truth of, the representationally identical 

first-person proposition also I assert. The fact that my utterance makes this 

information available is what makes it correct to characterize me as asserting both 

propositions. It is precisely this information that is, or may be, lacking in the case 

about A and the proposition Pw that predicates being A’s wife of  Mary, the 

entertainment of which requires Mary to be picked out in the particular, fine-



 122 

grained visual way w. In that case, A simply has no very good way of 

communicating the proposition he entertained but was not able to assess for truth 

value.  If propositions are as I take them to be, there will be many we privately 

entertain that may play important roles in our thought and action, but which we 

find very difficult, if not impossible, to communicate. Although it is both common 

and correct to stress the importance of widely sharable propositions, our picture of 

communication and cognition is not complete without the recognition of less easily 

sharable propositions of limited accessibility.
44

  

So far, most of my examples of such propositions have involved concrete 

individuals as predication targets. But properties can also be so targeted.  Looking 

at the cardinal, one can focus on her color and predicate properties of it, giving us 

propositions the entertainment of which requires one to visually perceive the color 

to which one ascribes properties. With this in mind consider Frank Jackson’s 

famous example of “Black-and-White Mary,” a research scientist purported to 

know all physical truths, despite never having left a black-and-white room 

(equipped, we may imagine, with black-and-white TV), and so never having seen 

objects as colored.
45

  Since, Jackson took physicalism to hold that all truths are 

                                                        

44
 The limited accessibility of propositions incorporating perceptual modes of presentation is one of 

two main factors limiting their utility in communication.  The other factor is the lack of any clearly 

exploitable linguistic element – on a par with first-person singular pronouns, temporal indexicals, or 

the use of the present tense – that shows a proposition to be in play that requires the perception of 

something to be entertained.  Because of this, it is often less clear when a speaker has put such a 

perceptual proposition in play, and, if the speaker has done so, precisely which one has been put in 

play.  I will return to these issues in chapter 8, where I will assess their broader significance.  Until 

then, I will continue to assume that communication of perceptual propositions is sometimes possible. 

45
 Frank Jackson (1982, 1986). 
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physical truths (or apriori consequences of such), he took physicalism to require 

that every truth must either be known by Mary already or be capable of being 

derived apriori from those she does know.  But surely, since she has never seen 

anything red, she doesn’t know what red things look like. Were she to see 

something red, she would fill this gap in her previous knowledge. But if there is a 

gap, then physicalism, as Jackson then construed it, is false. This is his famous 

knowledge-objection to physicalism.
46

 

What is it to know what red things look like? Because of the heavy weather 

made of this question in the literature provoked by Jackson’s example, it can seem 

difficult to answer. Still, if, on leaving her black-and-white room, Jackson’s Mary 

were to ask us “What do red things look like?”, we could give a kind of answer by 

showing her a comprehensive sample of red objects, and saying “Red things look 

like that (or like them).” If we did, she would take herself to have learned 

something. What she learned is expressible using (2a,b) to predicate the -

properties given in (2a+,b+) of the property being red, when both that property and 

the objects demonstrated are identified by sight. 

2a. For all objects x, if x is red, then x looks like that (or like them, said 

demonstrating a sample of red objects). 

2a+   P [for all x, if Px, then x looks like o1…on] Red   

2b. For all objects x, if redness is the color of x, then x looks like that ( or like 

them, said demonstrating a sample of red objects ). 

2b+  z [for all x,  if z is the color of x, then x looks like o1…on] redness   

                                                        

46
 I here put aside the obvious objection that physicalism, should not be taken as claiming that all 

truths are apriori consequences of the physical truths.  See Soames (2005), chapters 8 and 9. 
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Being physically omniscient, Mary already knew the ordinary propositions 

expressed by (2a+) and (2b+).  But she didn’t know propositions representationally 

identical to them that require one to visually identify the objects as red. After 

entertaining these propositions, she will retain the disposition to endorse them 

when presented to her, and so know them, even when not entertaining them. If our 

sample objects were well chosen she will also be disposed to endorse related 

propositions involving different red things when the propositions are visually 

entertained, even though she has not done so up to now.
47

  Because of this we can 

correctly describe her as knowing what red things look like. In knowing this, she 

knows new truths, even though her knowledge of these truths is just her old 

knowledge plus her new ability to recognize red things by sight. As in other cases 

involving Millian modes of presentation, a new way of apprehending and affirming 

a previously known truth counts as knowing a new truth representationally 

identical to the old one. Since in Mary’s case the new truths are representationally 

identical to previously known physical truths, her previous failure to know these 

new truths should not be taken to be a threat to physicalism, which -- without loss 

to the idea behind Jackson’s original characterization of that doctrine -- might now 

be characterized as the view that all truths are representationally identical to 

physical truths. There may be deeper philosophical issues raised by Jackson’s Mary 

                                                        

47
 Recall that, by hypothesis, Mary already knew of each red object that it was red. 
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example, but if so, they involve something beyond the mere fact that Mary acquires 

new knowledge. 

 Visual modes of presentation that don’t affect propositional content may 

also shed light on other well-known philosophical problems. One of these concerns 

the extent to which it is possible for us to understand the cognitive and perceptual 

lives of other, non-human (even alien) creatures.  This is one of the central issues 

raised by Thomas Nagel (1974), “What is a like to be a bat?”  Since the perceptual 

modes of presentation bats are very different from ours, it is impossible for us to 

entertain many of the perceptually enhanced propositions they do. However, with 

enough research on bat perception and bat psychology we may be able to specify 

representationally identical counterparts of those propositions that both they and 

we entertain. With further investigation, we might even map inferential pathways 

from their perceptually enriched propositions to referentially distinct but 

perceptually neutral propositions available to both species.  In this way, it should 

be possible in principle to become pretty fully informed about bat psychology and 

its relation to ours, despite not knowing what it is like to be a bat in the sense of 

being able to entertain many of the propositions they do. 

  Visual modes of presentation that don’t affect representational content may 

also provide a new perspective on disputes about qualia and representational 

theories of mind. Suppose our visual systems could be rewired to make our 

experience of red things introspectively similar to our previous experience of blue 

things.  If the same could be done for other colors, preserving subjectively 
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discernable relations holding among them, we would vindicate the possibility of 

spectrum inversion. Since the contents of our perceptual and cognitive experiences 

are, I believe, determined by what they are experiences of, it is plausible to suppose 

that, after a period of adjustment, the representational contents of our altered visual 

experiences and perceptual judgments might be the same as before – with the same 

properties predicated, in perception and judgment, of the same things. Despite this, 

we might find our visual experience to be introspectively different than it was 

before the rewiring.  If such a scenario is indeed possible, it must, I think, involve 

visual modes of presentation, thought of neither as things we perceive, nor as 

properties things appear to us to have, but as ways we visually experience things 

and properties – i.e. as properties of our content-presenting perceptual experiences 

that are themselves representationally inert.
48

   

Demonstrative Language and Non-Demonstrative Thought 

Although I have discussed several special forms of cognition – first-person, 

present-tense, linguistic, perceptual, and so on – that, when incorporated in 

propositions, distinguish those propositions from other propositions that are 

representationally identical to them, I haven’t made any comparable claim about 

demonstrative thought or cognition.  The reason for this is that I am not convinced 

there is a special non-linguistic, demonstrative way of cognizing a predication 

                                                        

48
 See Thau (2002) for an insightful discussion of the tension between (i) the genuine attractiveness 

of the idea that spectrum inversion is possible and (ii) the barriers inherent in attributing that 

inversion to any difference between the representational contents of agents’ perceptual and 

cognitive experiences before the inversion and the representational contents of their experience 

afterward. 
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target that isn’t one of the perceptual or other Millian modes of presentation 

already discussed. My skepticism centers on the cognitive significance of what are 

commonly called “demonstrations.” The ordinary sense in which an agent’s use of 

a demonstrative term is accompanied by a demonstration is one in which the agent 

does something to identify for an audience some predication target the agent 

already has in mind. Demonstrations in this sense are not involved in private 

thought because agents don’t determine their cognitive predication targets by 

demonstrating them to themselves. It is true that some theorists speak of 

demonstrations in another sense – as that which fixes, or determines, the reference 

of uses of demonstrative terms, whatever the fixers may turn out to be. For some 

theorists, the prime candidates for “demonstrations” in this technical sense are 

referential intentions. For present purposes, however, this isn’t very useful.  Such 

intentions do not provide a special demonstrative way of cognizing a predication 

target, whether or not one uses a demonstrative term to refer to it.  

The first point to remember is that propositions that don’t incorporate 

linguistic modes of presentation need not involve any linguistic cognition at all. For 

many propositions, even though entertaining them typically involves focusing 

one’s attention on, or thinking of, one of their constituents, it need not involve 

referring to anything. In these cases there are no referential intentions because 

reference simply isn’t involved.  The next point to notice is that intentions to use a 

demonstrative term  to refer to o often involve having o in mind prior to, and 

independently of, one’s use of . Such cases include those in which one intends to 
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use  to refer to John, whom one presently perceives, whom one remembers 

perceiving, or whom one has singular thoughts about by thinking of him via the 

name ‘John’, which one has already acquired. In such cases, the referential 

intentions to use  refer to John, sometimes called “demonstrations” by theorists, 

are themselves singular thoughts about John, rather than special ways in which one 

comes to have singular thoughts about him.   In none of these cases is there any 

distinctive new mode of demonstratively cognizing a predication target that is 

associated with agents’ use of demonstrative terms.   

The same can be said about cases in which we can name or demonstratively 

refer to things we have never perceived or even encountered indirectly through a 

chain of communication with others who have singular thoughts about them. One 

such case involves my naming or referring to the deer whom I know only through 

the effects of his regular visits to my garden.  In this case and many others our 

ability to refer to, and have singular thoughts about, about things is facilitated by 

some form causal contact with those things.
49

 However, no simple causal story will 

do, as is indicated by the fact that, in certain circumstances, we can refer to things 

we intend to bring into existence, or to certain merely possible things.
50

 Some 

theorists, impressed by these and similar examples, conclude that there is no 

acquaintance constraint, however loose, on singular thought, and hence that we are 

capable of having singular thoughts about virtually anything we can uniquely 
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 See Salmon (2010) and the penultimate section of Soames (2011) for discussion.    

50
 Examples of this sort are presented on pp. 128-9 of Soames (2010a).  See also Salmon (1987).    
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describe.
51

 Others, including Saul Kripke, Nathan Salmon, and me, reject such 

lattitudinarism.
52

  The key point is that no matter how this issue is resolved, there is 

nothing in any of the crucial examples or the controversy about them that 

distinguishes demonstrative from nondemonstrative direct reference. Consequently, 

I see no case for  a special demonstrative form of cognition.   

Nevertheless, demonstratives do play a unique and distinctive role in 

mediating thought and language.  Consider uses of a simple demonstrative words 

like ‘he’ and demonstrative phrases like ‘that man in the green jacket’.   

3a. He is in danger. 

  b. That man in an green jacket is in danger. 

 

Imagine a case in which I see someone M whom I judge to be a man wearing a 

green jacket.  I perceive M and predicate being male and wearing a green jacket of 

him. Assessing the situation further, I come to suspect that M is in danger, which 

leads me to utter (3a) or (3b).  In do doing I use a demonstrative word or phrase to 

refer to M, while using the predicate ‘is in danger’ to predicate being in danger of 

M.  If it is obvious to my hearers that M is my predication target, no pointing, 

gesturing, nodding, or other overt demonstration may be needed. In both cases, I 

am counted as asserting that M is in danger.   

When using (3a) I am also counted as thinking of M as male; when using 

(3b), I am counted as thinking of M as being an adult male and as wearing a green 
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 Jeshion (2002, 2010b) and Hawthorne and Manley (2012). 

52
 Saul Kripke (2011b), Nathan Salmon (2010), Scott Soames (chapter 16 of 2003; chapters 3 and 

10 of 2005). 
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jacket. Thus, I am understood to be committed, in uttering (3a), to M’s being both 

male and in danger, and, in uttering (3b), to M’s being both an adult male wearing 

a green jacket and in danger.  But it need be no part of what I assert in these cases 

that M is male, that M is wearing a green jacket, or that I am thinking of him as 

bearing these properties.   These points carry over to uses of (4a,b). 

4a. Mary believes he is in danger. 

  b. Mary believes that man in a green jacket is in danger. 

 

As before, when I assertively utter (4a) or (4b), I am counted as thinking of M as 

being male, or as being an adult male and wearing a green jacket, as well as 

asserting that Mary believes that M is in danger.  But it is no part of what I assert 

that Mary believes anything about me or how I think of M, and it need be no part of 

what I assert that Mary believes that M is male or wearing a green jacket. 

 In these cases, the determination of the referent of my use of ‘he’ or ‘that 

man in a green jacket’ is part and parcel of the determination of what I assert.  

What is essential to the meanings of these terms, and makes them demonstratives, 

is that their function is to aid in identifying a referent about which the speaker says 

something, often without further contributing to what is said.  A hearer who 

understands ‘he’ (or ‘that man in a green jacket’) knows that my use of the term 

indicates that I take the individual to be male (or that I take the individual to be an 

adult male wearing an green jacket). The hearer also understands that, other than 

contributing to the determination of the individual being talked about, these 
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semantic contributions to reference determination typically do not contribute to the 

representational content of the proposition asserted.  

When I speak of “semantic contributions to reference determination,” I 

mean contributions on a par with other factors.  The referent of a speaker’s of ‘he’ 

in assertively uttering (3a), or ‘that man in a green jacket’ in assertively uttering 

(3b), is the unique individual whom a rational, attentive, and reasonably informed 

hearer would take would take the speaker to be asserting to be in danger.  If it turns 

out that the individual M at whom the speaker is staring, and who appears to be 

threatened by some ominous development, is female, then the speaker will 

typically have referred to M and said of M that M is in danger, despite also 

revealing that that he or she had wrongly thought that M was male.  

Those who speak of “semantic reference” vs. “speaker reference” would 

agree that the speaker referred to M, while insisting that the term the speaker used 

failed to have any semantic reference in the context.  I don’t see the point of this 

addition. When demonstrative terms are involved, there typically is no such thing 

as the “semantic reference” of the term, or of the proposition “semantically 

expressed” by the sentence in the context of utterance. The meaning of a 

demonstrative term seldom, if ever, (alone) determines reference, and the meaning 

of a sentence containing such a term seldom, if ever, determines a unique 

proposition. At best there is a referent of the term, and a proposition expressed by 

the sentence, relative to a particular context. But if contextual information has to be 

provided, what makes the contextual referent of the term the semantic referent and 
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what makes the contextually expressed proposition one that is semantically 

expressed? I see no way of giving a principled answer.  Better, I think to take the 

meaning of a demonstrative to be a useful though fallible guide in identifying a 

referent, and the semantics of a sentence containing it to be a similar guide in 

identifying the propositional content of the relevant speech act. 

 In assertively uttering (3a) I assert the bare singular proposition p that 

predicates being in danger of M; in assertively uttering (4a) I assert that Mary 

believes p. Do I also assert  propositions cognitively distinct but representationally 

identical with these two propositions?  Well, I do use the demonstrative pronoun 

‘he’ to identify the predication target of being in danger, and, it could be argued, of 

being believed by Mary to be in danger.  Since I typically expect my hearer to do 

the same, I could be counted as asserting, in the case of (3a), the proposition p+ 

identical with p except for requiring M to be identified using ‘he’, and, in the case 

of (4a), the proposition in which being believed by Mary to be in danger is 

predicated of M by an agent for whom M is presented by a use of ‘he’.
53

 All of this 

may be correct, though it is normally not a matter of great significance, since 

including propositions incorporating these Millian modes of presentation among 

those asserted by a use of a sentence containing a demonstrative typically doesn’t 

have much affect on the cognitive significance of the discourse.   
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 Strictly speaking this last proposition is representationally identical to a proposition that is 

trivially equivalent (rather than representationally identical) to the proposition that Mary believes p. 
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However, there are cases in which it does.  Suppose you and I know that M 

is female, and I tell you the she (M) is in danger. You then ask, “Is Mary aware that 

she is in danger?”, to which I respond, “Well, not exactly, but Mary does believe is 

that he is in danger.”  The analysis of this unusual case may be that the speaker 

asserted (i) that Mary doesn’t believe the proposition the entertainment of which 

requires one to cognize M using the demonstrative pronoun ‘she’ (or a translation 

of it) in predicating being in danger of M; and (ii) that Mary does believe the 

otherwise identical proposition the entertainment of which requires one to cognize 

M using the demonstrative pronoun ‘he’ -- thereby conveying, without explicitly 

asserting, that Mary takes M to be male.  The example is, to be sure, a bit awkward, 

since in giving it, I (the speaker) must use ‘he’ in reporting Mary’s belief to pick 

out someone you and I both know to be a female.  In doing this, I violate the 

default rule that tells me to use ‘he’ only to identify a male.  But, this doesn’t cause 

reference failure, since, in the case imagined, my audience already knows I am 

referring to M and can see why I am deliberately violating the rule. If this is right, 

then, sometimes incorporating a Millian mode of presentation involving a 

demonstrative term  in the proposition p asserted by an utterance of a sentence 

containing  makes a cognitively significant contribution to that assertion (over and 

above the contribution of the referent of the use of  to p).   

First Person, Second Person, Third Person 

  The semantics of demonstratives together with Millian modes of 

presentation involving them can also help us understand an extension of John 
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Perry’s example of the amnesiac Rudolf Lingens trapped in the library reading a 

story about himself.  From his reading, he knows of Rudolph, i.e. of himself, that he 

is named ‘Rudolf’, but he doesn’t know this in the first-person way, and so doesn’t 

report his knowledge with a first-person sentence. This changes when he 

remembers who he is, as we would put it, and truthfully exclaims, “I have just 

realized that my name is ‘Rudolf’.” As we saw in chapter 4, the explanation of 

what his epiphany amounts to and of how this claim about what he has just realized 

can be true depends on the existence of first-person proposition that only he, 

Rudolf, can entertain.  The extension of the case involves adding another amnesiac, 

Rudolf’s friend Otto, to the story.  In the extended case, Otto is reading the same 

story over Rudolf’s shoulder, when he suddenly recovers a portion of his memory.  

This time, however, the recovered memory is not about the agent who is 

remembering, but someone else. Otto suddenly remembers Rudolf’s name.  When 

he does, he excitedly utters (5a),  which then leads Rudolf to his epiphany. 

5a. Your name is ‘Rudolf’. 

Although Otto’s epistemic state before his “second-person epiphany” is 

comparable to Rudolph’s before his “first-person” epiphany, the interaction of the 

two can be explained without positing a primitive second-person way of cognizing 

someone being addressed, or any proposition that can be entertained only by an 

agent who is addressing someone. To know the meaning of (the singular) ‘you’ is 

to know that for x to use it is for x to directly refer to the individual x is addressing 

(if there is one).  Otto’s knowledge of this rule plus his first-person knowledge that 
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he is using ‘you’ to address RL combines with what he suddenly remembers –  that 

RL is named ‘Rudolf -- to provide him with first-person knowledge that his 

assertive utterance of (5a) is true. Otto’s remark then allows Rudolf to work out in 

a first-person way, that the one, Otto, who just addressed him, knows his name.  

This, in turn, provides Rudolf with first-person knowledge that he is named 

‘Rudolf’. Thus, what might have seemed to call for positing an independent 

second-person de se attitude reduces to the first-person case. In this imagined 

scenario, Otto has first-person knowledge that in uttering (5a) he is addressing 

Rudolf, and Rudolf has first-person knowledge that he is the one addressed.  Both 

also know that what Otto asserts predicates being named ‘Rudolf’ of the one – RL 

– being addressed, and so can be true only if that person is named ‘Rudolf.  These 

facts explain the psychologies of Otto and Rudolf, and their interaction.  

Nevertheless, there is still a puzzle. Suppose Otto had assertively uttered not 

(5a) but (5b). 

5b. I’ve just realized that your name is ‘Rudolf. 

There is no problem explaining how this leads Rudolf to his epiphany, or how it 

was prompted by Otto’s new first-person belief that RL, whom he is addressing, is 

named ‘Rudolf.  But there is a puzzle about how the attitude ascription Otto asserts 

in using (5b) could be true.  After all, he already knew de re of RL that his name 

was ‘Rudolf’ from reading the story. He even self-ascribed the property being one 

who realizes that RL is named ‘Rudolf’ – having been disposed to accept (6a), 

using ‘Rudolf’ to name the man he was reading about.   
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6a. I realize that Rudolf is named ‘Rudolf. 

So, if in assertively uttering (5b), Otto asserted either (6b) or (6c), then what he 

asserted was false. 

6b. x [x is one who only just now has realized that RL is named ‘Rudolf’] I 

6c. Only just now has it been so that [ x [x realizes RL is named ‘Rudolf’] I]  

This seems wrong. 

 The difficulty we face is that although the first-person epiphany that Otto 

would express to himself “The one, RL, I am addressing is named ‘Rudolf’” 

underlies his assertion, it is not part of what he asserts.  What Otto asserts in 

uttering (5b) is about Rudolf, and what Otto has only just now realized about 

Rudolf. What he asserts says nothing about his addressing anyone, or his only just 

now realizing the truth of a proposition that represents him as addressing someone. 

Were it not for Millian modes of presentation, this would leave us at an impasse. 

Without them, representational content would be all there is to a proposition, and 

Otto’s assertion would falsely represent him as only just now realizing that RL is 

named ‘Rudolf’.  With Millian modes of presentation, we avoid this incorrect 

characterization of his remark by taking the proposition asserted to be a double 

pragmatic enrichment of the bare representational content expressed by (7). 

7. Only just now has it been so that [ x [x realizes RL is named ‘Rudolf’] 
Otto]  

The first of these enrichments requires the subject, Otto, of the attitude 

report embedded under the temporal operator to be cognized in the first-person way.  

The second enrichment requires the object of realizing to be a certain proposition p  
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that is representationally identical to, but cognitively distinct from, the bare 

singular proposition that predicates being named ‘Rudolf’ of RL.   

We have two choices in identifying this proposition. Both take p to 

predicate being named ‘Rudolf’ of RL.  Cognition of one requires RL to be 

presented perceptually; cognition of the other requires RL to be presented by one’s 

use of the second person singular pronoun.  During Otto’s time in the library, prior 

to his epiphany he did, by virtue of his reading, predicate being named ‘Rudolf’ of 

RL and affirm that predication, realizing this in the first-person way. But he didn’t 

during that time predicate being named ‘Rudolf of anyone presented to him either 

perceptually or through the use of the second-person singular pronoun (which, of 

course, he understands). Since he didn’t previously do that, he didn’t affirm any 

such predication; nor was he disposed to do so.  Because of this, his enlightenment-

expressing utterance of (5b)) asserted something true and nothing false.   

The lesson of this extension of Perry’s original puzzle is that although there 

is what might be called a “second-person way” of cognizing someone, it is not on a 

par with the special first-person way one cognizes oneself.  Whereas the first-

person Millian mode of presentation is, at bottom, a distinctively nonlinguistic 

form of cognition, the second-person mode is inherently linguistic. Despite this 

difference, neither mode is semantically encoded by sentences contain the relevant 

first, or second, person pronouns.  Rather, the assertion and communication of 

propositions containing these modes is grounded in speaker-hearers shared 

knowledge of Kaplan-style semantic rules governing the pronouns, combined with 
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first-person knowledge of when one uses, or is addressed by someone using, the 

pronouns. 

Finally, it should be noted that third-person demonstratives – ‘he’, she’, etc. 

– function in very much the same way as second-person demonstratives.  Thus, just 

as we extended Perry’s original scenario by introducing Otto and having him 

converse with Rudolf, so we could extend it again by introducing a third amnesiac, 

Blotto, with the three protagonists sitting in different parts of the room, reading 

their own copes of the story.  In this extension, Otto has the same epiphany as 

before, but instead of uttering (5a) or (5b), addressing Rudolf, he utters (8a) or (8b) 

addressing Blotto, but seen and overheard by Rudolf. 

8a. He [pointing at Rudolf] is named ‘Rudolf’. 

8b. I just realized that he [pointing at Rudolf] is named ‘Rudolf’. 

Since each of the three characters has first-person knowledge that Otto’s use of ‘he’ 

designates Rudolf, accepting Otto’s remark (8a) amounts to coming to have a new 

first-person belief, which is the source of Blotto’s and Rudolf’s epiphanies.  The 

truth of Otto’s remark (8b) is explained in the same way that the truth of Otto’s 

remark (5b) was in the first extension of the Perry example.  In both cases, the 

content expressed by (7) is enriched with a first-person Millian mode of 

presentation plus either a perceptual or a demonstrative mode.  The only difference 

is that the demonstrative mode involves the masculine, third-person, singular 

pronoun rather than the second-person singular pronoun.  Either way, the resulting 

enrichment is both true and cognitively significant.  Thus the puzzle is solved.  



 139 

Chapter 6 

Recognition of Recurrence 

 

 In the preceding chapters I have argued that the cognitive conception of 

propositions makes room for several different kinds of Millian modes of 

presentation which, when incorporated in propositions, result in their being 

representationally identical to, but cognitively distinct from, corresponding 

propositions lacking them. This chapter raises the question whether another kind of 

cognition – called cognizing as the same in Kit Fine (2007) and recognizing 

recurrence in Salmon (2012) – is a Millian mode of presentation.  This form of 

cognition is a matter of how an agent’s identification of an item x at one moment is 

related to the agent’s identification of x at another moment. It is not a matter of 

predicating identity of the pair consisting of an item x cognized earlier and that 

same item x cognized now. Rather it is a kind of merging of the representational 

contents of the two cognitions. When one has cognized x before, in predicating 

being F of x, and one now recognizes x when predicating being G of x, one may 

predicate being both F and G of x without appeal to further premises. When one 

doesn’t recognize x, this isn’t so. Even if one did cognize x before and now, when 

cognizing x again, one suspects that the items cognized are identical, or believes, 

by virtue of weighing the evidence, that they are, one does not, thereby, recognize 

x’s recurrence.  To recognize recurrence is to immediately and noninferentially 

connect the information carried by one cognition with information carried by one 

or more other cognitions.  
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Recognition of this kind can occur in, and across, different cognitive 

modalities.  Just as one can recognize x through different perceptions of x, so one 

can recognize x first by being presented with x visually and then by being 

presented with x cognitively, either linguistically or in nonlinguistic thought. One 

may recognize x recurring through different linguistic presentations either by 

recognizing one expression presenting x through various recurrences of that 

expression, or by recognizing the recurrence of x through occurrences of 

cognitively equivalent expressions. Either way, a single content is recognized as 

recurring. 

 My task in this chapter is to determine how, if at all, recognition of 

recurrence fits into the cognitive conception of propositions.  In doing this I will 

draw on earlier discussions of Fine and Salmon, who, despite their sharply 

contrasting views, have both broken new ground.  The crucial questions are (i) 

whether recognition of recurrence is a genuine Millian mode of presentation that 

distinguishes propositions incorporating it from their representationally identical 

counterparts, and (ii) whether, supposing that there are such propositions,  they are 

the meanings of some sentences.  Fine believes that ‘yes’ is the answer to both 

questions, and that this fact is the key to giving a semantic solution to Frege’s 

puzzle.  Salmon believes that ‘no’ is the answer to the first question, and that the 

second is therefore moot.  Thus, he thinks, solving Frege’s puzzle doesn’t require 

recognizing pairs of cognitively distinct but representationally identical 

propositions.   
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Though I disagree with Salmon about the correctness and utility of 

acknowledging pairs of cognitively distinct but representationally identical 

propositions in dealing with some instances of Frege’s puzzle, my understanding of 

recognition of recurrence and its significance for semantics in general and Frege’s 

puzzle in particular is closer to Salmon’s than to fine’s Fine. While I accept Fine’s 

idea that there may be pairs of representationally identical propositions that differ 

only in that entertaining one, but not the other, requires the agent to recognize 

recurrences of a propositional constituent, I think it is much more difficult to show 

that such propositions play leading roles in resolving instances of Frege’s puzzle 

than he does  Moreover, I don’t take recognition of recurrence to play any role in 

the semantics of sentences containing multiple occurrences of the same, or 

synonymous, expressions. Consequently, I don’t think that the propositions 

semantically expressed by these sentences ever incorporate recognition of 

recurrence as a Millian mode of presentation.   

Nor do I believe that the inferential significance of recognition of 

recurrence in discourses in which the same expression recurs in different sentences 

justifies Fine’s contention that whole discourses, rather than individual sentences, 

are the proper units of a theory of linguistic meaning.  Rather, I agree with 

Salmon’s slogan “No cognition without recognition,” which is a short (and only 

slightly exaggerated) way of putting the idea that recognition of recurrence is 
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ubiquitous in virtually all our reasoning from one set of propositions to another.
54

  

Although typically irrelevant to the consequence relation between premises and 

conclusions, it is routinely required in order for agents to recognize instances of 

that relation, and to infer specific conclusions from particular premises.  The very 

pervasiveness of recognition strongly suggests that it not a semantic feature of 

certain expressions, arising from specific linguistic conventions; rather it is a 

general pragmatic feature of thought that agents bring to all their experience, 

linguistic and nonlinguistic.
55

 

In this chapter I will argue for the main theses just mentioned. I will start by 

granting, for the sake of argument, a key principle of Fine’s position – namely, that 

recognition of recurrence can be incorporated into propositions as a Millian mode 

of presentation. After explaining how Fine deploys this assumption in discussing 

assertive and inferential content, I will argue that even if there are propositions of 

the relevant sort, they aren’t semantically expressed because recognition of 

recurrence isn’t semantically encoded.  I will then revisit the question of whether 

there are propositions with recurring constituents that can be entertained only by 

those who recognize the recurrence.  Call these RR-requiring propositions.  If, as I 

have argued, propositions are purely representational cognitive acts that can 

incorporate cognitively significant ways of identifying propositional constituents as 

Millian modes of presentation, then -- since recognition of recurrence appears to be 
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such a form of cognition -- it is natural to suppose that there are RR-requiring 

propositions. Though in the end I think this is right, we shall see that the issue is 

not so simple. 

The Effect of Recognition of Recurrence on Assertion and Inference 

Much of the discussion in Fine (2007) is focused on recognizing different 

occurrences of expressions as presenting a single content. As Fine stresses, such 

recognition comes in two varieties: (i) recognizing recurrences of a single 

expression presenting a single content, and (ii) recognizing a single content 

recurring through presentations of different expressions (e.g. an anaphoric 

occurrence of a pronoun and its antecedent). In both cases, one content is 

recognized as recurring throughout different presentations. This, Fine thinks, is 

reflected in the assertive content of both individual sentences and larger discourses. 

Starting with individual sentences, he assumes that typical assertive utterances of 

(a) and (b) in (1) and (2) result in the assertion of different propositions – despite 

the fact that they represent the same properties and relations being instantiated by 

the same things.  

1a. Carl Hempel bears R to Carl Hempel. 

  b. Peter Hempel bears R to Carl Hempel. 

2a. Carl Hempel is F and Carl Hempel is G. 

  b. Carl Hempel is F and Peter Hempel is G. 

 

Although the (a) and (b) propositions predicate the same n-place properties of the 

same things, the proposition asserted by a typical utterance of (a), but not the 

proposition asserted by an utterance (b), is said to be coordinated, requiring an 



 144 

agent who entertains it to recognize Mr. Hempel as recurring in different argument 

places.   

Fine’s point of departure for this view is plausible.  There certainly is such a 

thing as recognizing an item recur through a sequence of presentations of it. This 

can happen in perception and non-linguistic thought, when one predicates a 

property of something one glances at or thinks about, and follows up with a 

sequence of further cognitive acts of the same sort. In such cases, one’s recognition 

of the predication targets of various properties is linked; the targets are recognized 

as recurring without an accompanying predication of the identity relation. A single 

object can also be recognized through a series of linguistic presentations of it -- 

sometimes by what are themselves recognized recurrences of the same name or 

other expression and sometimes by occurrences of different but related expressions. 

Because of this, the cognitive act of using (1a) to predicate R of Mr. Hempel and 

Mr. Hempel, or the act of using (2a) to predicate F of Mr. Hempel and G of Mr. 

Hempel, may differ significantly from a similar predications using (1b) and (2b).  

Although in both the (a) and the (b) cases, we identify Mr. Hempel as arguments of 

the same properties or relations, we typically recognize his recurrence when using 

(a). Though such recognition can occur when using (b), it is far less likely to do so.     

There are, in principle, two different ways of accounting for the difference 

in the assertive and communicative contents of uses of these (a) and (b) sentences.  

On one (traditional) story, the speaker’s use of (1a) asserts the bare singular 

proposition that predicates R of Mr. Hempel and Mr. Hempel.  However, the fact 
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that speaker-hearers recognize the recurrence guarantees the cognitive accessibility 

of a trivial inference from this proposition to the proposition that x (xRx) Mr. 

Hempel,  which also counts as asserted.  The treatment of (2a) is similar, where the 

proposition that x (Fx & Gx) Mr. Hempel is asserted as a trivially obvious 

consequence of what is explicitly asserted.  Utterances of (1b) and (2b) that don’t 

involve recognition of recurrence don’t result in these extra assertive contents 

because, without recognition, the inferences needed to reach them are not 

cognitively accessible. 

Fine favors a different way of accounting for the distinction in assertive and 

communicative contents of utterances of the (a) and (b) sentences.  His way builds 

recognition of recurrence into one of the propositions asserted by uses of the (a) 

sentences and non-recognition of recurrence into one of the propositions asserted 

by uses of the (b) sentences. The best way of conceptualizing this account within 

the cognitive conception of propositions is, I believe, to distinguish three distinct 

but representationally identical propositions corresponding to (1a) and (1b).
 
 

P1ab. A sequence of acts in which one identifies Mr. Hempel as first and second 

arguments and predicates R of them, whether or not one recognizes Mr. 

Hempel’s recurrence. 

P1a. A sequence of acts in which one identifies Mr. Hempel as first and second 

arguments and predicates R of them, recognizing the recurrence of Mr. 

Hempel. 

P1b. A sequence of acts in which one identifies Mr. Hempel as first and second 

arguments and predicates R of them, not recognizing any recurrence. 

Whereas one who assertively utters (1b) may assert and communicate P1b, one 

who assertively utters (1a) typically asserts and communicates P1a.  In addition, 
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P1ab is also asserted and communicated both cases.  When P1a is communicated a 

hearer who accepts it is immediately in a position to draw a conclusion -- expressed 

by (1c) -- that could not immediately be drawn on the basis of P1ab or Pb. 

 1c. Someone, namely Mr. Hempel, bears R to himself – i.e., x (xRx) Mr. Hempel 

Exactly analogous remarks can be made about sentences (2a,b), 

propositions P2ab, P2a, and P2b, and the immediate inference to (2c) that comes 

from accepting P2a. 

P2ab. A sequence of acts in which one predicates F or Mr. Hempel, predicates G 

of Mr. Hempel, and conjoins the pair of propositions/predications, whether 

or not one recognizes the recurrence of Mr. Hempel. 

P2a. A sequence of acts in which one predicates F or Mr. Hempel, predicates G 

of Mr. Hempel, and conjoins the pair of propositions/predications, 

recognizing Mr. Hempel’s recurrence. 

P2b. A sequence of acts in which one predicates F or Mr. Hempel, predicates G 

of Mr. Hempel, and conjoins the pair of propositions/predications, not 

recognizing any recurrence. 

2c. Someone, namely Mr. Hempel, is both F and G – i.e., x (Fx & Gx) Mr. Hempel 

As in other cases, representationally identical propositions can differ cognitively in 

a way that allows an agent who entertains one to extract further information by 

inference that is not immediately available to an agent entertains the other.
 
 

It is crucial to notice, however, that the inference-enhancing power of the 

recognition of recurring elements is by no means limited to operating within the 

cognition of individual sentences or propositions.
 
 Far from it.  Nearly all inference 

from premises to conclusions requires recognition of recurrence across sentences or 

propositions. Thus, the cognitive phenomenon of recurrence recognition that occurs 
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within the use of a single sentence, or within the sequence of cognitive acts that is 

the entertainment of a single proposition, equally occurs across the use of many 

sentences, or across a connected sequence of cognitive events in which an agent 

entertains many propositions (whether linguistically expressed or not). Just as an 

agent who recognizes the recurrence of content associated with a use of sentence 

(2a) is thereby in a position to immediately infer (2c) -- which remains cognitively 

inaccessible to an agent who fails to recognize recurrence in the content presented 

by a use of (2b) -- so an agent who recognizes the recurrence in (3a) can thereby 

immediately infer (3c), which an agent who fails to recognize the recurrence cannot. 

3a. Carl Hempel was a famous philosopher……When he taught at Princeton, 

he lived on Lake Lane….Carl was an early riser who used to compete with 

Paul Benacerraf to be first to arrive at work in the morning.  

  b. Carl Hempel was a famous philosopher……When he taught at Princeton, 

he lived on Lake Lane….Peter was an early riser who used to compete with 

Paul Benacerraf to be first to arrive at work in the morning.  

  c. Carl Hempel was an early rising philosopher who taught at Princeton and 

lived on Lake Lane. 

 This example is useful for two reasons.  First, it illustrates that inferentially 

significant cognitive recognition is not limited to individual sentences or 

propositions, but is ubiquitous whenever inferences are drawn. Second, it shows 

that recognition is not limited to cases in which the same content is presented by 

multiple occurrences of the same expression. Such presentation facilitates 

recognition, but, as (3a) illustrates, it is not necessary. Since ‘Carl Hempel’, ‘Carl’, 

and ‘he’ are distinct expressions, the recognized recurrence in (3a) is a recurrence 

not of terms, but of content.  Although the same might true of (3b) for some 
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intimates of Mr. Hempel who freely and automatically interchange ‘Peter’ and 

‘Carl’ in referring to him, it is not true for most of us.  For most of us, getting from 

(3b) to (3c) requires the information that comes from being told “Peter Hempel is 

Carl Hempel.”   

What “information,” one might ask, is that?  It is not information provided 

by the bare predication of identity of Mr. Hempel and Mr. Hempel.  Nor is it, 

exactly, the information that ‘Carl Hempel’ and ‘Peter Hempel’ are co-referential.  

We will, of course, obtain that metalinguistic information from accepting (4).  

4. Peter Hempel is Carl Hempel. 

But the metalinguistic information doesn’t function as a premise we access in 

getting from (3b) and (4) to (3c). In cases like this, our reasoning is done in 

language, rather than being about language.  

When we accept (4), we affirm a proposition that predicates identity of the 

pair Mr. Hempel, cognized via the name ‘Peter Hempel’, and Mr. Hempel, 

cognized via the name ‘Carl Hempel’.  Inferring proposition (3c) from this plus 

(3b) depends on recognizing Mr. Hempel recurring as the target of different 

predications in the propositions we use (3b), (4), and (3c) to entertain.  Implicitly 

recognizing recurrences of the name ‘Carl Hempel’ in sentences (3b), (4), and (3c), 

and taking ‘he’ in (3b) to be linked to the name, we thereby recognize the single  

recurring content, Mr. Hempel, as predication target of being a famous philosopher 

… (in proposition 3b), as predication target of being one who taught at Princeton  

and being one who lived on Lake Lane … (in proposition 3b), as predication target 
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of being an early rising philosopher who … (in proposition (3c), and as one of the 

two predication targets of identity (in proposition 4).  Treating ‘Peter’ occurring in 

(3b) as a variant of ‘Peter Hempel’ in (4), we thereby recognize Mr. Hempel, 

recurring as predication target of being an early riser … (in proposition 3b) and as 

one of the two predication targets of identity (in proposition 4). The cognitive 

effect of the identity predication in (4) allows us to unite elements of the two 

streams of recognition – one involving cognitions of Mr. Hempel via the name 

‘Carl Hempel’ and other expressions linked to it, and one involving cognitions of 

the name ‘Peter Hempel’ and expressions liked to it.  Thus, we are able to infer (3c) 

from the (3b) and (4). 

  Although this reasoning is linguistically mediated throughout, it is always 

about Mr. Hempel, and never about any expressions referring to him.  We do, of 

course, perceive and use the expressions, but we don’t entertain, affirm, or reject 

propositions about them.  In using the expressions to entertain  propositions about 

their referents, we can properly be said to recognize some of the expressions as 

recurring, but only in the sense of treating the relevant occurrences of the 

expression as uses of the same cognitive tool.    

Semantics vs. Pragmatics 

What, if anything. does recognition of recurrence have to do with 

semantics?  Fine takes it to be central. He takes sentences (1a) and (1b) to differ in 

meaning – despite the synonymy of their constituents and the sameness of their 

grammatical structure – because, he thinks, understanding (1a) requires recognizing 
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recurrences of the name ‘Carl Hempel’ in the sentence and recurrences of the man 

Carl Hempel in the proposition expressed, while understanding (1b) doesn’t require 

such recognition.  On this picture, the propositions semantically expressed by the 

two sentences both predicate identity of <Mr. Hempel, Mr. Hempel>, while 

predicating nothing further of anything else. But whereas the proposition expressed 

(1a) requires one who entertains it to recognize Mr. Hempel recurring as first and 

second argument of the identity relation, the proposition expressed by (1b) does not. 

 The same idea leads Fine to advocate a theory that assigns sequences of 

propositions as linguistic meaning of entire discourses, where two such sequences 

can differ solely in that one can be entertained only by those that recognize certain 

recurrences of their common elements, while the other does not.  I, by contrast, do 

not.  For me, recognition is first and foremost a ubiquitous feature of thought and 

inference, and hence not an essentially linguistic matter at all.  When language 

enters the picture, some cognition becomes linguistic, which means, among other 

things, that recognition of recurrence of the same word or expression often serves 

as a way of recognizing recurrence of the same thought content. But this doesn’t 

have anything to do with semantics.   

The point is nicely illustrated by an example from Kripke (1979), involving 

his character, Peter, who knows Paderewski to be a statesman he discusses with his 

political friends, while also knowing Paderewski to be a musician he discusses with 

his musical friends.  In both cases, Peter uses the name ‘Paderewski’ of the famous 

statesman, musician.  For a long time it doesn’t occur to Peter that he might be 
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using the name on different occasions to refer to the same man. During this period, 

he doesn’t recognize the name recurring in his speech, or the man recurring in his 

thoughts; in fact he mistakenly thinks that he is using different names for different 

men.  At some point, however, Peter starts having doubts about this and uses (5a) 

to ask a pertinent question.
56

   

5a. Is Paderewski the musician the same man as Paderewski the statesman? 

In asking this question, Peter uses a single name twice to present the same content 

without recognizing any recurrence, of either name or content. This is, to be sure, a 

kind of ignorance or error.  But it is the kind of ignorance or error that can crop up 

in unusual and unexpected circumstances -- to which no amount of language 

learning can render one immune.  Peter understands the sentence he utters; he 

doesn’t misunderstand or misuse it to ask a defective or incoherent question – 

which he would, if the proposition semantically expressed by 

5b.  Paderewski the musician is the same man as Paderewski the statesman. 

 required recognizing the recurrence of the man Paderewski in order to be 

entertained.   

 For this reason, I take the linguistic meanings of, and hence the propositions 

semantically expressed by, (6a) and (6b) to be the same. 

6a. The famous philosopher, Carl Hempel, is the same man as the elderly 

gentleman, Carl Hempel, to whom you were just introduced. 

                                                        

56 Here I extend Kripke’s example slightly by having Peter ask the above question. 
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  b. The famous philosopher, Carl Hempel, is the same man as the elderly 

gentleman, Peter Hempel, to whom you were just introduced. 

Although recognition of Mr. Hempel’s recurrence is much more natural for a use of 

(6a) than for (6b), it is hardly inevitable -- since the point of uttering (6a) might be 

to inform one’s hearer that she is not in a position like Peter’s in the Paderewski 

case.  Moreover, there is nothing special about the fact that the examples in (5) and 

(6) involve an identity claim, as opposed to some other relational statement. 

Someone wondering about the relationship between the famous philosopher Carl 

Hempel and the elderly gentleman Carl Hempel, to whom one had been introduced, 

might use (6c) to express a suggestive similarity without recognizing Mr. Hempel’s 

recurrence in the proposition asserted, let alone asserting a proposition the 

entertainment of which required one to recognize  his recurrence. 

6c. The elderly gentleman, Carl Hempel, to whom you were just introduced 

seems to have many of the same friends as the famous philosopher, Carl 

Hempel. 

 But if recurrence of the same univocal name in sentences used by speakers who 

understand them isn’t sufficient to guarantee recognition of recurring content in the 

propositions asserted, then surely the propositions semantically expressed by such 

sentences don’t require recognition of recurrence in order to be entertained.  

Next consider a use of (7) in which ‘Carl Hempel’ and ‘Carl’ are used to 

refer to Mr. Hempel. 

7. Carl Hempel published Aspects of Scientific Explanation in 1965, which was 

ten years after Carl joined the Princeton department. 
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 If there are propositions the entertainment of which require one to recognize 

recurring constituents, it is plausible to suppose that (7) could be used to assert or 

otherwise communicate one of them.  Presumably, this could be a feature of the 

meaning of (7) only if the expressions ‘Carl Hempel’ and ‘Carl’ here used are 

really mere variants of the same name.  But then surely ‘ketchup’ and ‘catsup’ are 

also variants of the same term, in which case Salmon’s example of the ability of 

someone who understands (8) to use it to ask a perfectly cogent question is further 

demonstration that recurrence of a term does not semantically require recognition 

of recurrence of its content in propositions semantically expressed by sentences 

containing multiple occurrences of the term.
57

 

8. Is catsup ketchup? 

 

To sum up, it is not part of the meaning of a sentence containing two 

occurrences of the same term that a competent speaker capable of using it to 

designate its conventional content will always be able to recognize recurrences of 

the term, let alone that such an agent will always be able to recognize recurrences 

of the content presented by uses of the term. The case is similar for pairs of distinct 

but synonymous expressions like ‘doctor’ and ‘physician’.  Often speakers who 

understand both will know that they have the same content, and may even 

recognize the common content recurring through presentations first by one member 

of the pair and then by the other.  But such recognition is no part of the meanings 

                                                        

57
 Nathan Salmon (1989b, 1990). 
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of sentences containing the terms.  On the contrary, it is possible to understand 

both terms well enough to use them to express their common content without 

knowing that they have the same content, or recognizing recurrences of that content 

in propositions expressed by sentences one understands that contain the 

expressions.
58

  

Further indication that recognition of recurrence of propositional 

constituents is standardly not semantically encoded in sentences is provided by (9). 

9. John fooled Mary into believing that he, John, wasn’t John. 

Typically, a speaker who uses (9) will recognize John recurring in the proposition 

expressed, as will the audience.  But it would be absurd to ascribe to Mary belief in 

a proposition from which it could trivially be inferred that John is non-self-

identical.  Rather, the proposition she is reported, i.e. asserted, to believe is the 

negation of the proposition that predicates identity of John and John, with no 

requirement that one who entertains it recognize John’s recurrence. If the 

propositions semantically encoded by sentences containing recurrences of the same 

name required that those who entertained, or bore other attitudes to, them recognize 

recurrences of the content of the name, this would not be so. On the contrary, the 

semantic content of the complement of ‘believe’ would require such recognition, 

                                                        

58
 See Stephen Reiber (1992).   Moreover, in cases like ‘doctor’ and ‘physician’ one may understand 

that both designate professionals whose career is to tend the sick, in cases like ‘catsup’ and ‘ketchup’ 

one may understand that both designate popular tomato-based condiments, in in cases like ‘dwelling’ 

and ‘abode’ one may know that both are residences of some sort.   
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and the proposition semantically expressed by (9) would be transparently absurd.  

The fact it isn’t absurd indicates that such recognition is not semantically required.    

 Another example pointing to this conclusion involves the use of indexicals. 

Here we imagine Venus overhearing Mary sincerely utter (10a). 

 10a. That [pointing to a picture taken of Venus in the morning] is visible only in 

the morning and that [pointing to a picture of Venus taken in the evening] is 

visible only in the evening.  (said by Mary) 

 On hearing this, Venus could truly report Mary’s assertion and belief to her 

audience, Mercury and Mars, using (10b).  

10b. Mary said and believed that I am visible only in the morning and I am 

visible only in the evening. (reported by Venus) 

But Venus could not correctly go on to use (10c). 

10c.  Mary said and believed that something – namely me – is both visible only 

in the morning and visible only in the evening. 

 If the semantic content of the complement of the attitude verbs in (10b), relative to 

Venus’s context of utterance, encoded the requirement that the recurrence of Venus 

be recognized by one who entertained the proposition, then the semantic content of 

(10b), from which (10c) could transparently be inferred, would wrongly 

characterize Mary as believing an obvious absurdity. Since Mary’s use of (10b) 

doesn’t guarantee that inference to be truth preserving, there is no such semantic 

encoding.  Mars and Jupiter can, of course, recognize the recurrence in the content 

of Venus’s report -- and so can infer that what Mary is reported to have asserted 

and believed couldn’t possibly be true. But they do not take Venus to attribute to 
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Mary belief in a proposition the absurdity of which would be evident to anyone 

who entertained it – as would anyone who recognized Venus’s recurrence.
59

 

Frege’s Puzzle and Recognition of Recurrence 

 Although propositions the entertainment of which requires recognition of 

recurrence are not semantically encoded, it remains to be seen whether the 

availability of such propositions as assertive and communicative contents of 

utterances would allow us to resolve some instances of Frege’s puzzle 

pragmatically that would otherwise be difficult to accommodate. The prima facie 

case that positing these propositions would allow us to do this is provided by the 

thought and talk of Kripke’s character Peter about the statesman-musician 

Paderewski.  Prior to his enlightenment about the name and its bearer, Peter’s 

acceptance, or assertive utterance, of (11a), did not put him in a position to affirm 

the corresponding proposition expressed by (11b), despite the fact that his 

acceptance or assertive utterance involved affirming a proposition containing 

recurrences of Paderewski. 

11a. …  Paderewski…Paderewski… 

                                                        

59
 See Soames (2012) for an explanation of why examples along the lines of (9) and (10) cannot be 

handled by (i) taking recognition of recurrence to be semantically encoded, but (ii) treating attitude 

ascriptions as systematically ambiguous, having one reading that ignores requirements of 

recognition of recurrence in their complement clauses and another reading that does not.  This won’t 

work because variants of (9), (10) and similar examples can be constructed in which the recurrence 

of certain elements must be recognized while the recurrence of other elements need or must not be. 

These examples suggest that requirements that recurrence be recognized are never semantically 

encoded, but, at best, might be added opportunistically to any or all recurring elements as demanded 

by the presuppositions of speaker-hearers in contexts of utterance. 
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    b. x[…x…x…] Paderewski 

The same can be said about Peter’s use of (12a) and (12b) in situations in which he 

presupposes Mary to share his epistemic perspective. 

12a. Mary believes that …  Paderewski…Paderewski… 

    b. Mary believes that x[…x…x…] Paderewski 

After Peter’s enlightenment, his acceptance or assertion of (11a) will license 

accepting (11b), while his acceptance or assertion of (12a) in a situation in which 

Mary is presupposed to share his enlightenment will license accepting (12b).  This 

cognitively significant difference might be explained by taking the propositions 

Peter accepts or asserts in using (11a) and (12a) before and after his enlightenment 

to differ in that the post-enlightenment propositions can be entertained only by one 

who recognizes Paderewski’s recurrence.  

That, in a nutshell, is the prima facie case that incorporating recognition of 

recurrence in some propositions contributes to the solution to Frege’s puzzle.  The 

difficult question is whether this explanation is superior to other pragmatic 

explanations.  With this in mind, consider again the more ordinary examples (1a,b) 

and (2a,b), without the added complexity of the Paderewski story. 

1a. Carl Hempel bears R to Carl Hempel. 

  b. Peter Hempel bears R to Carl Hempel. 

2a. Carl Hempel is F and Carl Hempel is G. 

  b. Carl Hempel is F and Peter Hempel is G. 

 

Typically, one who assertively utters (1a) or (2a) will be taken to be committed to 

the propositions expressed by (1c) or (2c), and, since one is normally taken to have 
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asserted trivially obvious consequences of things one explicitly asserts, one will 

also be taken to have asserted these propositions.   

1c. Someone, namely Mr. Hempel, bears R to himself. 

2c. Someone, namely Mr. Hempel, is both F and G. 

This is not true of typical utterances of (1b) or (2b). 

One possible explanation of these facts holds that utterances of (1a) and 

(2a) often result in assertions of propositions P1a and P2a, which are pragmatic 

enrichments of the semantic contents, P1ab and P2ab, of (1a) and (2a) (which are 

also asserted).  

P1ab. A sequence of acts in which one identifies Mr. Hempel as first and second 

arguments and predicates R of them, whether or not one recognizes Mr. 

Hempel’s recurrence. 

P1a. A sequence of acts in which one identifies Mr. Hempel as first and second 

arguments and predicates R of them, recognizing the recurrence of Mr. 

Hempel. 

P1b. A sequence of acts in which one identifies Mr. Hempel as first and second 

arguments and predicates R of them, not recognizing any recurrence. 

P2ab. A sequence of acts in which one predicates F or Mr. Hempel, predicates G 

of Mr. Hempel, and conjoins the pair of propositions/predications, whether 

or not one recognizes the recurrence of Mr. Hempel. 

P2a. A sequence of acts in which one predicates F or Mr. Hempel, predicates G 

of Mr. Hempel, and conjoins the pair of propositions/predications, 

recognizing Mr. Hempel’s recurrence. 

P2b. A sequence of acts in which one predicates F or Mr. Hempel, predicates G 

of Mr. Hempel, and conjoins the pair of propositions/predications, not 

recognizing any recurrence. 

Although P1a is representationally identical to P1ab and P2a is representationally 

identical to P2ab, the pairs differ in their potential informativeness. One who 

asserts or affirms P1a (and thereby P1ab too) by uttering or accepting (1a) 



 159 

recognizes the recurrence of Mr. Hempel, and so is able to trivially deduce 

proposition (1c), which is thereby also asserted.  The story is the same for (2a), P2a, 

and (2c).  By contrast, one who utters or accepts (1b) or (2b) typically asserts or 

affirms P1b or P2b (and thereby P1ab or P2ab) without licensing any inference to 

(1c) or (2c).  On this account, the cognitive difference between accepting or 

uttering sentences that differ only in codesignative Millian names is explained by 

incorporating recognition of recurrence as a mode of presentation into the 

propositions affirmed or asserted in one case but not the other.  

 Although this explanation runs smoothly, an equally smooth explanation  

involving recognition of recurrence is available without incorporating such 

recognition into any proposition.  If (1a) or (2a) is uttered in a context in which all 

parties recognize ‘Carl Hempel’ as recurring, then all parties will recognize Mr. 

Hempel’s recurrence in the bare singular proposition semantically expressed by the 

sentence and asserted by one’s utterance of it.  Because of this the proposition 

expressed by (1c) or (2c) will be a trivial consequence of what is asserted that is 

cognitively accessible to speaker-hearers, and so will itself count as asserted. Since 

we don’t get the same results with standard utterances of (1b) and (2b), we can 

explain the cognitive and assertive difference between accepting or uttering the (a) 

sentences versus accepting or uttering the (b) sentences, whether or not recognition 

of recurrence is incorporated as Millian mode of presentation into any of the 

propositions asserted or believed in these cases. 
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If there are cases that require recognition of recurrence to be treated as a 

Millian mode of presentation, they will have to come from attitude ascriptions. But 

even here, the case for incorporating this mode presentation in individual 

propositions is not as easy to make as one might expect.   

13a. Mary asserted/believed that Carl Hempel bears R to Carl Hempel. 

    b. Mary asserted/believed that Peter Hempel bears R to Carl Hempel. 

    c. Mary asserted/believed that someone, namely Mr. Hempel, bears R to himself. 

14a. Mary asserted/believed that Carl Hempel is F and Carl Hempel is G. 

    b. Mary asserted/believed that Peter Hempel is F and Carl Hempel is G. 

    c. Mary asserted/believed that someone, namely Mr. Hempel, is both F and G. 

Although the (a) ascriptions semantically express the same propositions as the (b) 

ascriptions, which may be among the propositions asserted by utterances of them, 

such utterances often result in the assertion of other propositions, too. In many 

contexts in which (a) is used, speaker-hearers’ joint recognition of recurrence of the 

name ‘Carl Hempel’ in the sentence and of the man Carl Hempel in the proposition 

expressed, will, unless the speaker indicates otherwise, result in a default 

presupposition that Mary too recognizes the recurrence in the proposition she is 

reported to assert or believe. As a result, assertive utterances of (a) assert and/or 

communicate (c), while assertive utterances of (b) typically do not.   This reasoning 

will go through, whether on not we incorporate recognition of recurrence of Mr. 

Hempel into any proposition Mary is explicitly reported to have asserted or 

believed. 
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 A better case for including recognition of recurrence in some propositions 

may result from imagining a post-enlightenment version of Kripke’s Peter 

assertively uttering (15a) or (15b).   

15a. I only recently realized (what everyone else realized all along) that it is true 

both that Paderewski is a musician and that Paderewski is a statesman. 

    b. I only recently realized (what everyone else realized all along) that the 

proposition that Paderewski is a musician and the proposition that 

Paderewski is a statesman are both true. 

If, as one may plausibly suppose, Peter could use these sentences to assert truths 

(without asserting falsehoods), then the propositions the complement clauses 

contribute to those assertions can’t be their semantic contents, which predicate joint 

truth of a pair of bare singular propositions (since Peter affirmed those predications 

all along).
60

 These newly recognized truths could be propositions structurally and 

referentially identical to the semantic contents of the complement clauses of (15a,b), 

but differing from them in requiring one who entertains them to recognize the 

recurrence of Paderewski in the constituent propositions.  

Could they be anything else -- those expressed by the complements of 

(16a,b,c) (for example)?  

16a. I only recently realized (what everyone else realized all along) that 

Paderewski is such that it is true both that he is a musician and that he is a 

statesman. x (it is true that x is a musician and that x is a statesman) 

Paderewski 

                                                        

60
 Recall, on the view I have defended in previous chapters, semantic contents are only starting 

points for determining what is asserted, and often end up not being asserted themselves. 
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    b. I only recently realized (what everyone else realized all along) that 

Paderewski is such that the proposition that he is a musician and he is a 

statesman are both true. x (it is true that x is a musician and x is a 

statesman) Paderewski 

     c. I only recently realized (what everyone else realized all along) that 

Paderewski is both a musician and a statesman. x (x is a musician and x is a 

statesman) Paderewski 

Although taking the assertions made by uses of (15) to be represented by (16) 

would account for their truth, one might feel uneasy about the structural divergence 

of the complements of (14) from the semantic contents of the complements of (15). 

When choosing between competing accounts of assertive pragmatic enrichment, it 

is not a bad principle to choose the one that adheres most closely to the structure of 

the content being enriched. 

 Perhaps this argument can be strengthened by adding some complexity to 

the example. Consider an assertive utterance of (17a) in a context in which one 

recognizes all recurrences of the names in the sentence uttered and all recurrences 

of their contents in the proposition asserted.   

17a. aRba & bRbc & cRba 

Among the propositions one is then in a position to infer will be those expressed by 

(17b-i). 

17 b. x (xRbx) a 

     c. x (xRxc) b 

     d. cRba 

     e. x (xRbx & cRbx) a 

     f. x (aRxa & xRxc) b 

     g. x (bRbx & xRba) c 

     h. x (xRxc & cRxa) b 

     i. x (aRxa & xRxc & cRxa) 
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Although all of these are cognitively accessible consequences of what is asserted, 

there is probably too much complexity to take each of them, or their conjunction, to 

be asserted – as opposed to being propositions inferable from what is asserted.  

What about (18a), which is rendered in English as (18b)? This proposition, it might 

be argued, is too complex and structurally different from the semantic content of 

(16a) to count as the proposition asserted by an utterance of (16a). 

18a. x ( y [ z ( xRyx & yRyz & zRyx) a] b) c 

    b. c has the property being such that b that the property being such that a has 

the property being such that the third bears R to the second and itself and 

the second bears R to itself and the first and the first bears R to the second 

and the third 

Thus, one might think, we are driven to the conclusion that the proposition asserted 

must be a cognitively distinct from, but representationally identical to, the 

enrichment of the semantic content of (16a) that can be entertained only by one 

who recognizes the recurrence of a, b, and c. 

 But this result isn’t convincing.  First, there is a natural choice, namely the 

proposition expressed by (19), which, though structurally different from the 

semantic content of (17a), is not inordinately complex.
61

 

19.  xyz ( xRyx & yRyz & zRyx) a, b, c  

Second, the proponent of the recognition of recurrence analysis of the assertion 

faces a problem that threatens to make proposition (19) what I asserted, in any case.   

                                                        

61
 Here we are binding triples rather than individual objects. 
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The threatened difficulty is best understood by imagining a scenario in 

which I assertively utter (20), thereby asserting something true and nothing false.   

20. I have only recently believed that aRba & bRbc & cRba. 

The imagined context is one in which I recognize all recurrences of the individuals 

a, b, and c, despite in the past not recognizing their recurrence when entertaining 

and believing the bare singular proposition that is the semantic content of the 

complement clause. The analysis that incorporates recognition-of-recurrence into 

the proposition asserted explains how it is that I now assert something true and 

nothing false by identifying the proposition my assertion reports me as only 

recently believing as the proposition that is a recognition-of-recurrence-requiring 

enrichment of the semantic content of the complement clause.   

However, a problem arises if we assume that you, my audience, recognize 

my assertive intention, but do not yourself recognize the recurrence, because you 

fear you might be in a Peter-‘Paderewski’ type situation regarding one or more of 

the names and their bearers. It is not that you are in that situation or that you 

believe that you are; you are just a bit cautious and don’t take it for granted that 

you aren’t in it. In this imagined scenario, you may not be able to entertain the 

proposition that the recurrence analysis claims I asserted, while remaining 

confident that it is the proposition I asserted. (For if you use the names as I do, you 

won’t recognize the recurrence, but if you use names in a way that allows you to 

recognize their recurrence you won’t be confident that you are accurately 

representing me.) But surely, if I did assert that proposition and you recognized my 
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assertive intention, you ought to be able to answer the question, “What did Scott 

just assert?,” if asked.  Moreover, it would seem that you ought be able to do so, 

truly and correctly, by uttering (21), with the intention of picking out the precise 

belief-object I did. 

21. Scott said that he has only recently believed that aRba & bRbc & cRba. 

 What would you thereby assert?  Presumably not any proposition involving 

recognition of recurrence, because you don’t recognize the recurrence. Rather, 

given the assumptions governing the case, it might seem that the best you might do 

is to truly assert proposition (22). 

22. Scott said: he has only recently believed that xyz (xRyx & yRyz & zRyx) a, b, c 

But if your assertive utterance of sentence (21) succeeds in asserting proposition 

(22), then my original utterance of (20) must have asserted proposition (23), in 

which there is no recurrence to recognize. 

23. Scott has only recently believed that xyz (xRyx & yRyz & zRyx) a, b, c 

Worse, if your assertive utterance directly resulted in the assertion of proposition 

(22), without the assertion of any RR-requiring proposition involving a, b, and c, 

then, it could be argued that my assertive utterance directly resulted in the assertion 

of proposition (23) without the assertion of any RR-requiring proposition involving 

a, b, and c.  But then the case for recognition of recurrence as a Millian mode of 

presentation in RR-requiring propositions based on seemingly crucial examples 

like (15) and (20) would be gone.   
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 Because of this, we are not yet in a position to conclude that there are 

propositions incorporating recognition of recurrence as a Millian mode of 

presentation that does not change referential content. There is no doubt that 

recognition of recurrence is crucial to cognition, and to a proper pragmatic account 

of the propositions asserted or otherwise communicated by uses of language.  What 

remains unresolved is whether such recognition is ever itself a constitutive factor in 

individuating propositions.  Were the problems with the arguments based on (15) 

and (20) isolated ones, we could simply leave the existence of RR-requiring 

propositions as an open question.  But the problems are not isolated. On the 

contrary, the issues they raise have counterparts that arise for many of the 

propositions of limited cognitive accessibility postulated in earlier chapters.  These 

will be discussed in the next chapter, which is on believing, asserting, and 

communicating propositions of limited accessibility. 

  

  



 167 

Chapter 7 

Believing, Asserting, and Communicating Propositions of Limited 

Accessibility 

 

I have argued throughout that if propositions are purely representational 

cognitive acts, then they are capable of incorporating Millian modes of presentation 

of their constituents. These are ways of cognizing predication targets, or properties 

predicated, when entertaining a proposition. Since to entertain p is to perform p, 

adding a Millian mode of presentation results in a new proposition p* 

representationally identical to, but cognitively distinct from, p, where to entertain 

p* is also to entertain p, but not conversely. In chapters 2-5, I introduced several 

ways of cognizing propositional constituents that can be incorporated into 

propositions without changing referential content; they include (i) entertaining a 

proposition that is itself a predication target (or a constituent of such a target), (ii) 

first-person cognition, (iii) present-tense cognition, (iv) linguistic cognition, and (v) 

perceptual cognition.   

Each of these gives rise to propositions cognitive access to which is limited 

to only some agents otherwise capable of entertaining, affirming, and believing 

propositions. In the case of (i), the limitation excludes unsophisticated believers 

who are unable to make propositions they entertain targets of further predications.  

In the case of (iv) non-language users are unable to entertain any proposition 

incorporating a linguistic mode of presentation, while language users entertain 

those that incorporate modes involving expressions with which they are familiar. In 
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the case of (v) the excluded agents are defined by the lack, or temporary non-use, 

of particular perceptual modalities. The limitations concerning (ii) and (iii) are of a 

different order.  Every agent x capable of thinking of itself as being one way or 

another, is, I suspect, capable of thinking of itself in a motivationally special (first-

person) way that no other agent can use to think of x. Any such agent x, and only x, 

can entertain a proposition that predicates a property of x, cognized in the first-

person way.  Similarly, every agent capable of thinking of time t, at t, is, I should 

imagine, capable of thinking of t, at t, in a motivationally special (present-tense) 

way that no agent can use to think of t at any other time.  This means that for each 

time t, there are propositions that predicate properties of t, cognized in the present-

tense way, that can be entertained only at t.   

In order for propositions incorporating these different Millian modes of 

presentation to play a role in communication they must be assertable and, more 

generally, communicable.  This, in turn, requires that it be possible to report these 

propositions as having been asserted or communicated. As we saw in chapter 6, 

this can pose an explanatory problem in cases in which agents whose cognitive 

access to the propositions to be communicated differs sharply from one another. 

The problem won’t arise in cases involving (i) – the entertainment of propositions 

as targets of further predications -- because the communication envisioned, 

involving assertion, reports of assertion, and the like, presupposes the parties can 

make the propositions they entertain targets of further predications.  The problem 

also won’t arise (in a serious way) in cases involving (iv) – the entertainment of 
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propositions involving linguistic modes of presentation -- because the paradigm 

case involves the linguistic communication of speakers using the same language. 

But the problem does arise for first-person, present-tense, and perceptual Millian 

modes. Since the problem gave us pause in considering recognition of recurrence, 

a discussion of its implications for these modes of presentation may help resolve 

our worries. 

We can construct a first-person case corresponding to the worrisome case in 

chapter 6 by considering my use of (1a) to assert something true and nothing false 

at the denouement of John Perry’s messy shopper case, discussed in chapter 3. 

1a. Only now do I realize that I made the mess. 

The semantic content of this sentence in the context is roughly indicated by (1b). 

1b. [Only now has it been so] SS realize that SS made the mess. 

Since (in the imagined scenario) I realized for some time that he [looking at me in 

the security mirror] made the mess, this proposition is false.  What I asserted was 

not that proposition, but the true, first-person enrichment (1c) resulting from my 

self-ascription of realizing in the first person way that I made the mess. 

1c. [Only just now has it been so] x [ x realizes: y (y made the mess)I] I  

Although you, my audience, can’t entertain this proposition, you should be able to 

identify it using (2a) to assert something true and nothing false.  

2a. Scott asserted that only now has he realized that he made a mess. 

 What does this involve?  First, we take the anaphora to give us (2b). 

2b. x (x asserted [only now has it been so: y (y realizes: y made the mess) x] SS 
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On the assumption that my utterance of (1a) asserted nothing false, (2b), which 

reports me as having asserted something that is in fact false, is itself false, and so 

must be pragmatically enriched.  The semantic content undergoing enrichment 

predicates being true of SS of a certain propositional function pf1.  That function 

assigns to each object o the proposition that predicates asserting proposition Po of 

o.  Po is the result of applying the operation only now has it been so to the 

proposition Po* that predicates being true of o to propositional function pf2.  This 

propositional function assigns to any object o*, the proposition that assigns to each 

o* the proposition Ro* that o* realizes that o* made the mess.  Ro* predicates the 

realizing relation of o* and the proposition R*o* that predicates being one who 

made the mess of o*.  To get the needed pragmatic enrichment, it is sufficient to 

substitute pf2
1st-person

 for pf2. Informally put, pf2
1st-person

 assigns to any o* the 

proposition Ro* 1st-person that o* (cognized in the first-person way) realizes in the 

first-person way that o* made the mess.  This proposition predicates realizing of o* 

(cognized in the first-person way) and the proposition R*o* 1st-person that predicates 

being one who made the mess of o*, identifying o* in the first-person way.
62

 

 Although you don’t entertain the proposition I asserted, you succeed in 

identifying and reporting precisely what I asserted. Hence, the communication is, 

for all intents and purposes, perfect. Two things are crucial to your success. (i) You 

must have the concept cognizing oneself in the first-person way.  (ii) You must be 

                                                        

62
 The parenthesized material doesn’t affect the present result and so is optional. 
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able to recognize that my assertion reported a cognitions of this kind.  You are 

aided in (i) by the fact that you routinely have such cognitions yourself, implicitly 

recognizing them to be distinct from other cognitions, to be motivationally special, 

and to involve having a perspective on yourself that no one else has.  Not believing 

yourself to be special in this regard, you take it for granted that I also have such 

cognitions. You are aided in (ii) by the fact that I have used the first-person 

pronoun, knowing the rule for its use and knowing, in the first-person way, that I 

am using it. Realizing this, you take me to be reporting a first-person cognition. 

You identify which cognition it is by combining your grasp of the semantic content 

of the sentence I used in the context, with your knowledge of the conversational 

background. 

 The explanation of how present-tense cognitions are communicated at 

different times is essentially the same.  Consider again the discussion of the case in 

chapter 3 in which I plan  to attend a meeting I know will start at t – noon, June 13, 

2013.  Not wanting to be late, I remind myself of this on the morning of June 13
th

. 

Still when I hear the clock strike noon, I utter (3a), and my behavior changes.   

3a. The meeting starts now! 

Coming to believe of t in the present-tense way that the meeting starts then 

motivates me to hurry off. Had I not believed this, I wouldn’t have done so, even 

though I would have continued to believe, of t, that the meeting starts then. Just as 

in the 1
st
-person case, coming to believe something of my predication target (in this 
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case t) in the special way is coming to believe something new, as indicated by the 

truth of my report (3b) at t. 

3b. I only just realized that the meeting starts now!  

For this report to be true, the proposition Pt present-tense to which I only just 

came to bear the realizing relation must be one that predicates starting at t of the 

meeting, the entertainment of which requires t to be cognized in the present-tense 

way.  As in the first-person case, the semantic content of the sentence I uttered is 

false.  That content is the singular proposition (3c).  

3c. [Only just now has it been so that] SS realize that meeting starts at t 

Substituting Pt present-tense for the bare singular proposition Pt that the meeting starts 

at t, gives me a true proposition, represented by (3d), which I assert.
63

 

3d. [Only just now has it been so that] SS realize: the meeting starts at t (cognized 

in the present tense way) 

 In this case there is no problem in you, my audience, entertaining the same 

proposition at t that I entertain and assert at t.   If you wish to report my assertion, 

you can do so by uttering (3e) – using ‘starts now’ at t or ‘started then’ later.   

3e. SS asserted that he only just realized that the meeting starts now/ started then.   

   x (x asserted that x only just realized that the meeting starts at t) SS 

The proposition asserted by your utterance predicates being true of SS of the 

propositional function pf that assigns to an object o the proposition that, at t but not 

                                                        

63 Of course, since my utterance was first-person, I also asserted the first-person enrichment of (3d) 

-- [Only just now has it been so that] x (x realize: the meeting starts at t (cognized in the present 

tense way)) SS ( cognized in the first-person way)).  But this doesn’t change the issues discussed 

here in any way, and so can be ignored in what follows. 
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before t, o realized that the meeting started at t, cognizing t in the present-tense 

way.  In so doing, you identify and report precisely what I asserted, whether or not 

you can entertain that proposition at the time of your report. You can do so because 

(i) you have the concept cognizing a time t at t in the special present-tense way that 

is available at any time t’, and only at t’, to pick out t’, and (ii) you recognize that 

my assertion reported a cognition of this sort. You are aided in (ii) by the fact that I 

used ‘now’ and a present tense construction, presumably knowing their rules of use, 

and knowing, in the present tense way, that I was using them.  Realizing this, you 

took me to be reporting a present-tense cognition, which you could easily identify. 

 The next Millian mode is perception.  Recall the example from chapter 5 in 

which agent A watches bird, B, hop from branch to branch.  A predicates first one, 

then another other, property of B, cognized visually. To perform these acts, and so 

to entertain the propositions, requires identifying one’s predication target visually.  

In specifying the case, I stipulated that B was Tom’s pet cardinal Clara, which he 

had previously told A about – perhaps by uttering ‘Clara is my pet cardinal’.  

Nevertheless, A is surprised while observing B for the first time when you point at 

B and say, “That is Tom’s pet cardinal.”  To this A responds by uttering (4a). 

4a.  I didn’t realize that it [demonstrating B] was Tom’s pet. 

The intuitively plausible result to be preserved is that in so doing A asserts 

something true and nothing false. Since the false proposition (4b) is semantically 

expressed by (4a), neither it, nor its first-person variant (4c) is asserted.  

4b. ~ prior to t (i.e. the time A referred to), A realize B was Tom’s pet. 

4c. x [~ prior to t, x realize B was Tom’s pet] A (cognized 1
st
-person way) 
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Rather, the truths asserted are (4b+) and (4c+). 

4b+. ~ prior to t, A realize B (cognized visually) was Tom’s pet 

4c+. x [~ prior to t, x realize B (cognized visually) was Tom’s pet] A (cognized 

1
st
-person way) 

Since the first-person aspect of A’s assertion is not at issue here, I will concentrate 

only of (4b+), which you, A’s audience, can also entertain, affirm, or deny.  This 

facilitates your communication with A, and with others who may be perceiving B. 

 Suppose, however, you wish to report A’s assertion (made when watching 

B) to someone not perceiving B, or even to recall it to yourself later when you 

aren’t perceiving B.  You ought to be able to do so using (5a), the semantic content 

of which is represented by (5b). 

5a. While watching B at t, A said that he hadn’t realized that B was Tom’s pet. 

  b. (While watching B at t) x [ x said: ~ prior to t, x realize: B was Tom’s pet] A 

 Since proposition (5b) is false (on the supposition that A’s utterance at t asserted 

something true and nothing false), the proposition you assert in reporting A’s 

attitude must be an enrichment of (5b).  Whereas (5b) predicates being true of A of 

a propositional function pf1 that assigns to o the proposition that o asserted that o 

hadn’t, prior to t, born the realizing relation to the bare singular proposition that 

predicates being Tom’s pet of B, the proposition asserted by your use of (5a) 

predicates being true of A to a related propositional function pf2 that differs from 

pf1 in requiring B to be identified perceptually.  That attitude ascription is true.   

As before, this explanation depends on two assumptions – (i) that you have 

the concept identifying a predication target perceptually and (ii) that you recognize 

A’s use of (4a) as reporting a cognition of this kind. There is no question that, 
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within limits, most language users satisfy assumptions corresponding to (i) and (ii).  

We do know what it is to perceive something, realizing that what we can affirm 

about an object is often affected by whether we are perceiving it. It is no surprise 

that we can know of o that it is F by being told, even though we can’t always, when 

perceiving o, determine that it is F, or conversely.  This is what drives our reaction 

to the example. For these truisms to affect our assessment of what A asserted, and 

what others report A as asserting, perception must be recognized as a Millian mode 

of presentation. 

Although our communication of truths about propositions we don’t entertain 

is an important aspect of our linguistic practice, our ability to do so is limited. If we 

lack a sensory modality S, we can characterize others as bearing attitudes to 

propositions incorporating S only if we understand S and the role it plays in their 

cognition well enough to identify those propositions. Even when we share a 

sensory modality such as vision, some fine-grained ways of visually cognizing 

predication targets in propositional attitudes may resist identification by outsiders 

(or explicit verbal encoding by the agent) – making it practically impossible to 

communicate the propositions in question. These limitations on our ability to 

understand ourselves and others are inherent in the cognitions involved in an 

important class of propositional attitudes. They do not, however, obscure the 

abilities we do have, and the ways in which we use language to express, identify, 

and report agents’ attitudes to propositions of limited accessibility. 
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We can now resolve the difficulty left hanging at the end of chapter 6.  The 

question is whether recognition of recurrence is a Millian mode of presentation 

distinguishing propositions that incorporate it from their representationally 

identical counterparts.  The difficulty we had resolving this question arose in a 

context in which I assertively utter (6), thereby asserting something true and 

nothing false.   

6. I have only recently believed that aRba & bRbc & cRba. 

The context is one in which I recognize all recurrences of individuals a, b, and c, 

despite not recognizing their recurrence in the past when entertaining and believing 

the bare singular proposition P semantically expressed by the complement clause. 

An analysis incorporating recognition-of-recurrence in the proposition asserted 

explains the truth of my report by identifying the proposition I report myself as 

only recently believing as an enrichment of P that requires recognition of the 

recurrence of a, b, and c.  The threat to this analysis arose from assuming that you, 

my audience, recognize my assertive intention, without yourself recognizing the 

recurrence because you fear you might be in a Peter-‘Paderewski’ type situation 

regarding one or more of the names and their bearers. As I previously indicated, 

you need not believe you are in that situation; it is enough if you are simply  

cautious and don’t take it for granted that you aren’t. This prevents you from 

entertaining the RR-proposition of limited accessibility that the analysis claims I 

asserted while at the same time feeling confident that your report captures my 

intention.  But surely, if I did assert it and you recognized my intention, you ought 
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to be able to correctly answer the question, “What did Scott just assert?,” using (7a), 

with the right intention. 

7a. Scott said that he has only recently believed that aRba & bRbc & cRba. 

 What proposition would you thereby truly assert, given that it is not one the 

entertainment of which requires you to recognize the recurrence of a, b, c?  As the 

discussion of the earlier examples in this chapter makes clear, it should be a certain 

pragmatic enrichment of the semantic content (7b) of (7a).   

7b. x (x said: [only recently has it been so: x believe aRba & bRbc & cRba]) SS 

The semantic content undergoing enrichment predicates being true of SS of a 

propositional function pf that assigns to each object o the proposition that 

predicates asserting proposition Po of o. Po is the result of applying the operation 

only recently has it been so to the proposition Po* that that o believes that aRba & 

bRbc & cRba. Po* predicates believing of o and the proposition P
C
 that is the 

conjunction of the proposition predicating R of the triple a,b,c, the proposition 

predicating R of the triple b,b,c and the proposition predicating R of the triple c,b,a.  

The needed pragmatic enrichment substitutes a new propositional function pf
RR

 for 

pf. The function pf
RR

 assigns to any object o the proposition P
RR

o* that o believes 

that aRba & bRbc & cRba (recognizing the recurrence of a,b,c). This proposition 

predicates believing of o and the proposition P
CRR

 that enriches the conjunction P
C
 

by requiring one who entertains it to recognize the recurrence of a,b, and c.     

   In this way, you succeed in identifying and reporting precisely what I 

asserted, without yourself entertaining the proposition I asserted. As in other cases 
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of this sort, the communication is, successful. Also as in other cases, two things are 

crucial for you to be able to perform the needed enrichment.  (i) You must have the 

concept of a cognition in which one recognizes the recurrence of elements.  (ii) 

Something about my utterance must tip you to the fact that the cognition I am 

reporting is a cognition of that type.   

Regarding (i), recognition of recurrence is, without doubt, an important 

form of cognition for most cognitive agents. Of course, not all agents who 

recognize recurrence have the concept of doing so. Having it, I suspect, requires 

considerable sophistication.  Still, it is plausible that ordinary language users do 

have the concept and explicitly employ it on some occasions, for example when 

judging whether others do or do not recognize the same word recurring in a text or 

dialog.  Since recognizing recurrences of words one understands in sentences is 

closely related to recognizing recurrences of the contributions the words make to 

what the sentences are used to expressed, condition (i) seems to be satisfied.   

As for condition (ii), although recurrence of a word – e.g. a name or a 

predicate -- used by a speaker is not always recognized by those who understand 

the word, it usually is.  Because it is, a hearer who understands the word and 

recognizes its recurrence in a speaker’s remarks is often justified in taking the 

speaker to recognize the recurrence of content.  As I argued in chapter 6, this is not 

always enough to justify taking the proposition asserted by a speaker to encode 
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such recognition.
64

 But the context of utterance and the nature of the sentence 

uttered will often provide the extra information is needed to resolve uncertainty 

about whether the proposition asserted incorporates recognition or recurrence.  

Thus, I am inclined to think that condition (ii) is also satisfied. 

This dissolves the objection at the end of chapter 6 to taking recognition of 

recurrence to be a genuine Millian mode of presentation that distinguishes 

propositions incorporating it from representationally identical propositions that do 

not.  Having reached this point, we interpret my assertive utterance of  

6. I have only recently believed that aRba & bRbc & cRba 

as asserting a proposition that predicates only recently believing of me and the 

proposition that aRba & bRbc & cRba (the entertainment of which requires 

recognition of the recurrences of a,b, and c).  We further interpret your assertive 

utterance of  

7a. Scott said that he has only recently believed that aRba & bRbc & cRba 

as reporting me as having asserted precisely that proposition, even if you do not 

recognize the recurrence yourself, and so are not in a position to entertain the 

proposition you report me as believing.  Since (8) is a trivial, cognitively accessible 

consequence of what I asserted in uttering (6), I also count as having asserted it. 

8. SS has only recently believed that xyz (xRyx & yRyz & zRyx) a, b, c 

For a similar reason, it is plausible to take your utterance of (7a) to count as also 

asserting (9). 

9. SS said: he has only recently believed that xyz (xRyx & yRyz & zRyx) a, b, c 

                                                        

64
 See examples 5-9 of chapter 6. 
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 However, these results are no threat to the recognition-of-recurrence analysis of 

what I asserted, and what you asserted in reporting my assertion.  Rather, (8) and 

(9) are now seen, not as alternatives to the analysis, but as consequences of it. 
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Chapter 8 

Recognition of Recurrence Revisited 

 

 In the last two chapters. I have argued for the following conclusions.  First, 

there is a pragmatic notion of recognition of the recurrence of a propositional 

constituent throughout different presentations of it. Second, when propositions are 

taken to be sequences of purely representational cognitive acts, we can distinguish 

representationally identical propositions that differ as to whether performing those 

acts (i.e., entertaining those propositions) requires one to recognize recurrences of 

propositional constituents, requires one not to recognize recurrences, or whether no 

requirement of recognition or non-recognition of recurrences is imposed.  Third, 

which of these propositions -- to which agents may bear different attitudes -- an 

agent accepts can markedly affect the rationally justified inferences the agent is 

able to draw. Fourth, in addition to justifying inferences by cognitively unifying 

different occurrences of the same content within a proposition, recognition also 

justifies inferences that require the agent to recognize reoccurrences of the same 

contents across different premises, and across premises and conclusions. Fifth, 

although recognition of recurrence can play a role in resolving some instances of 

Frege’s puzzle, it is not an all-purpose solution to the puzzle; rather it is one useful 

instrument among several in the pragmatic tool kit.
65

  In this chapter I will use  

recognition of recurrence to shed light on two related puzzles about quantification. 

                                                        

65
 For further discussion see Soames (2012). 
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A Puzzle involving Quantification and Recurrence in Singular Thought 

 The first puzzle is presented in Alonzo Church (1988).  The puzzle uses the 

seemingly plausible premise that for any object x, no one believes that x isn’t x plus  

a widely accepted axiom schema of quantification theory to derive the incredible 

conclusion that for any objects x and y whatsoever, if anyone believes that x isn’t y, 

then x really isn’t y.  Here is the derivation. 

(i) For all x, y ( x=y  (Fx  Fy)  (Axiom Schema of Quantification Theory) 

(ii)    x,y (x = y  (~ Jones believes that x ≠ x  ~ Jones believes that x ≠ y)) 

(iii)   x,y (~ Jones believes that x ≠ x  (x = y   ~ Jones believe that x ≠ y)) 

(iv)  x ~ (Jones believes that x ≠ x)   

(v)   x,y (Jones believes that x ≠ y  x ≠ y)   

Clearly, something has gone wrong.  Suppose I have amnesia and believe that I’m 

not Scott. Since I am Scott, this seems to falsify (v). Similarly, suppose that the 

actor Ed Norton, whom I have heard of, introduces himself to me as “Ed Norton.”  

Thinking he is an imposter, I tell my neighbor “He isn’t Ed Norton.”  It would 

seem that I thereby believe that he (Ed Norton) isn’t Ed Norton. But surely, it 

doesn’t follow that he isn’t Ed Norton.   

The culprit is (iv). When I have amnesia, I predicate non-identity of me, 

cognized in the 1
st
-person way, and me, cognized another way, not recognizing my 

recurrence. Since I endorse the predication, I believe the proposition. I also count 

as believing the distinct but representationally identical proposition in which non-

identity is predicated of me and me, no matter how I am cognized. Since I believe 
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that I am not Scott, there is something x (me) such that I believe that x isn’t x. 

Similar remarks apply to the Norton example. 

Why, then, did (iv) seem plausible? One who encounters ‘Scott is Scott’, 

who understands it, and who recognizes the recurrence of the name will accept it. 

Such an agent thereby endorses both a bare singular proposition predicating 

identity of me and me and a representationally identical proposition requiring 

recognition of recurrence. The agent will also reject negations of these propositions. 

But, whereas the recognition-free negative identity claim can be presented in 

another way in which it is accepted and believed, its recognition-requiring 

counterpart can’t be. No one believes it.  On this (enriched recognition-requiring) 

understanding, it is true both that no one believes that Scott isn’t Scott and that 

something x (namely me) is such that no one believes x not to be x.       

So there is a plausible way of understanding (iv) on which it is true. But if 

we impose this understanding of (iv) on other steps in the argument, then either 

schema (i) will fail -- which will happen if we don’t also impose a recognition 

requirement on recurrences of an object designated by ‘x’ and ‘y’ relative to 

assignments that treat them the same – or conclusion (v) will become uninteresting 

– which will happen if we do uniformly impose such a requirement even when the 

variables are different  Either way, the puzzle is disarmed. 

  More on Quantification and Recognition of Recurrence 

 One of the examples I used in chapter 6 to argue that recognition of 

recurrence is not semantically encoded was (1a) 
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1a. John fooled Mary into believing that he, John, wasn’t John. 

Typically, one who uses (1a) will recognize John recurring in the proposition 

asserted.  But since it would be absurd to ascribe to Mary belief in a proposition 

from which it could trivially be inferred that John is non-self-identical, the 

proposition she is reported to believe is the negation of one that predicates identity 

of John and John, without requiring recognition of recurrence. If the semantic 

content of the clause required such recognition, the proposition semantically 

encoded by (1a) would be transparently absurd, which it isn’t.  

 Since what (1a) tells us to be true of John must true of someone, (1b) 

should also be true, which it will be if the proposition expressed by the complement 

of ‘believe’ relative to an assignment of a value to the variable doesn’t require 

recognition of recurrence. 

1b.   Some man Mary met fooled her into believing that he, that man, wasn’t that 

man. 

    Some x: Mary met x [x fooled Mary into believing that x isn’t x] 

Though this is correct, it’s not the whole story. There are, I believe, contexts in 

which an assertive utterance (2a) would express something true (and nothing false), 

even though an utterance of (2b) would express something false, and a 

corresponding utterance of (2c) would express a truth.  

2a. Because Mary only recently came to believe that Venus was a planet in the 

solar system and Venus was smaller than Earth, she only recently came to 

believe that some planet in the solar system was smaller than Earth. 

   b. Because Mary only recently came to believe that Hesperus was a planet in 

the solar system and Phosphorus was smaller than Earth, she only recently 

came to believe that some planet in the solar system was smaller than Earth. 
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  c.  It is not the case that: because Mary only recently came to believe that 

Hesperus was a planet in the solar system and Phosphorus was smaller than 

Earth, she only recently came to believe that some planet in the solar system 

was smaller than Earth. 

The truth of the use of (2a) might be explained by taking the agent’s use of the 

italicized clause to contribute a proposition pR, requiring recognition of the 

recurrence of Venus, to the assertion made by the utterance. The falsity of a 

corresponding use of (2b), as well as the truth of (2c), could then be explained by 

taking the contribution of the corresponding clause in these cases to be 

representationally identical to, but cognitively distinct from, pR.  The most natural 

choice is a proposition requiring non-recognition of the recurrence of Venus, but 

the explanation could go through even if the proposition contributed were neutral 

as to recognition or non-recognition.  

Now notice the relationship between (2a) and (2d).
66

 

2d. For some x, because Mary only recently came to believe that x was a planet 

in the solar system and x was smaller than Earth, she only recently came to 

believe that some planet in the solar system was smaller than Earth. 

Since we may use (2d) to say about something what we use (2a) to truly say about 

Venus, it should be possible, and even natural, to use (2d) to assert a truth (in the 

same context we constructed for (2a)).  To account for this we may allow 

pragmatic enrichment in quantified cases as we do in non-quantified cases.
67

 The 

semantic content of (2d) is defined (in part) in terms of a propositional function pf 

                                                        

66
 Read ‘some planet’ in (2d) as taking small scope relative to ‘believe’. 

67
 As we did in the previous section when discussing ways in which the steps in Church’s argument 

can be taken. 



 186 

that assigns to arbitrary o, the proposition that predicates belief of Mary and the 

conjunction of the proposition that o is a planet and o is smaller than the Earth. 

Since this conjunctive proposition doesn’t require recognition of recurrence of o, 

the proposition semantically expressed by (2d) is liable to be false. By contrast, the 

enriched proposition we may use (2d) to assert substitutes a propositional function 

pf
RR

 that differs from pf only in requiring recognition of recurrence of o in the 

conjunctive proposition.  This asserted proposition is true.  

 At this point it is worth observing that (2e) bears a relation to (2c) that is 

similar to the relation (2d) bears to (2a). 

2e. For some x,y such that x = y,  it is not the case that because Mary only 

recently came to believe that x was a planet in the solar system and y was 

smaller than Earth, she only recently came to believe that some planet in the 

solar system was smaller than Earth. 

So, it would seem that what we could use (2c) to truly say about Hesperus and 

Phosphorus we could use (2e) can be used to truly say about some pair of identical 

things. Here, the semantic content of the italicized clause is the  propositional 

function pf2 that maps pairs of objects o1,o2 onto the proposition that o1 is a planet 

in the solar system and o2 is smaller than Earth. It is not enriched by a requirement 

requiring recognition of recurrence when o1 = o2 --though, depending on how we 

treated (2b,c) we may enrich requiring non-recognition in that case.   

This analysis gives us a way of making the propositions that (2d) and (2e) are 

used to assert jointly true in the sort of contexts imagined.  This, in turn, shows that 

schematic statements of Leibniz’s Law along the lines of (3a) can fail in a certain 

sense. 
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3a. xy (x = y  (Fx  Fy)) [where Fx differs from Fy by containing one or 

more free occurrences of ‘x’ where Fy contains occurrences of ‘x’] 

To adopt a schema is to be committed to the truth of its instances.  If the truth of an 

instance is the truth of the proposition it semantically expresses, nothing I have said 

conflicts with adopting (3a). But one must be careful not to identify the semantic 

content of an instance with the proposition it would be used to assert on various 

occasions. Some of these propositions may be false.  Though perhaps surprising, 

there is nothing to fear from this result, which is perfectly consistent with the 

statement of Leibniz’s Law given by (21b).
68

 

3b.  For all x, y, if x is identical with y, then any property of x is a property of y. 

A Residual Worry 

 Finally, I address a version of a worry I have raised elsewhere in another 

form.
69

  Recognizing recurrences of an object through different presentations 

makes sense only if the presentations really do present the same thing.  One can’t 

recognize an occurrence of y as a recurrence of x, unless y is x.  One can, of course, 

take x to be y, when x isn’t y. Some such cases may even be indistinguishable to 

the agent from genuine cases of recognition.  Given this, one must, it would seem, 

acknowledge purely representational cognitive acts in which one predicates a 

relation R of distinct things x and y, wrongly treating x as recurring.  

                                                        

68
 The explanation of how (3b) can be true even if some instances of (3a) are false is explained in 

Soames (2014d). 

69
 See the penultimate section of chapter 6 of King, Soames, and Speaks (2014). 
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Are these representational acts genuine propositions?  Suppose, for example, 

that when cognizing Cicero’s twin brother C+, one mistakenly takes oneself to 

have recognized Cicero. Suppose further that one does this in the service of 

predicating that x shaves y of the pair of Cicero and C+, taking oneself to 

“recognize” recurrence. Finally suppose that, in fact, each brother shaves the other 

but neither shaves himself.  Is this cognitive act a proposition? If so, is it true? If, as 

I have supposed, the truth conditions of a proposition are read off what it predicates 

of what, it must be true. But, one may protest, how can it be true when it requires 

anyone who entertains it to mistake one thing for another?  

I am inclined to think that such cognitive acts shouldn’t be counted as 

propositions, because the restrictions encoded by genuine propositions concerning 

how their predication targets are cognized (in order to entertain the proposition) 

can’t involve inherent misapprehensions the targets. However, I am not certain this 

is right.  Alternatively, we might regard such acts as degenerate propositions, while 

recognizing that they play no important role in our theories of language and mind.  

It is unclear to me how to resolve this question. 

 

 



 189 

Chapter 9 

Situating Cognitive Propositions in a Broader Context 

In chapters 2-8, I noted several restrictions propositions can impose on how 

their predication targets must be cognized by those who entertain them. For each 

restriction there are pairs of distinct but representationally identical propositions 

with the same structure and constituents, differing only in that one imposes the 

restriction but the other doesn’t. One who entertains, endorses, or believes a 

proposition consisting of the predication of a property of a target that must be 

cognized in a restricted way, thereby also entertains, endorses, or believes the 

corresponding proposition without the restriction. In chapters 6-8, I related my 

conception of representationally identical but cognitively distinct propositions to 

the distinction in Fine (2007) between coordinated vs. uncoordinated propositions, 

which are cognitively distinct but representationally identical, while relating my 

treatment of recognition of recurrence as a Millian mode of presentation to its 

treatment in Fine (2007) and Salmon (2012).  In  this chapter, I will set other 

Millian modes of presentation in the context of earlier discussions by David Kaplan, 

John Perry, Nathan Salmon, David Lewis, Hilary Putnam, Saul Kripke, and others 

of different versions of Frege’s Puzzle, broadly conceived. 
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 Frege’s Puzzle Nondescriptionality, Direct Reference, and the Essential 

Indexical 

 Prior to the work of Kripke and Putnam (and others) on names and natural 

kind terms, the conventional wisdom about sense and reference incorporated theses 

T1 and T2.
70

   

 T1.  The sense, or meaning, of a term both differs from and determines its referent 

(at a world-state). 

T2.  Because codesignative terms often differ in meaning, substitution of one for 

another often changes the meaning of a sentence, the assertion it is used to 

make, and the beliefs it is used to express.   

Despite widespread acceptance of these theses, it had proved difficult to specify 

with precision what expressions mean, or even what sorts of things their meanings 

were. After Kripke and Putnam it appeared that, at least where names and natural 

kind terms are concerned, no plausible assignment of descriptive meanings could 

vindicate T1 and T2. Although this led both to give up T1, neither gave up on T2, 

despite being unable to provide a plausible nondescriptive conception of meaning 

that would vindicate it. Initially, Kripke wrote as if it were clear that some version 

of T2 was true, while remaining silent about what, other than their designata, 

names and natural kind terms contribute to the meanings of sentences containing 

them, or to the assertions made and beliefs expressed using them.
71

  This was 

perplexing.  Could a satisfying account of meaning be found that validates T2, or 

should T2 also be given up? 

                                                        

70
 Kripke (1980), Putnam (1970, 1973, 1975).  See also Burgess (1996). 

71
 See Soames (2011) for discussion. 
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 David Kaplan was among the first to advance the discussion, by implicitly 

casting doubt on T2.  Writing in Kaplan (1979, 1989) on “pure indexicals” – ‘I’, 

‘now’, ‘here’, ‘actually’, etc. – and demonstratives – ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘that’, that F, etc. 

– he distinguished between the character, or linguistic meaning, of an expression 

and its semantic content relative to a context of utterance.
72

  For Kaplan, a context 

C consists of a circumstance of evaluation EVC (which is a pair of a time and a 

world-state) plus a designated agent and location.  For most (but not all Kaplanian 

purposes) the agent can be taken to be the user of an expression and the location 

can be identified with the user’s location. The character of an expression E is a 

function from contexts C to semantic contents of E at C, which are functions from 

circumstances EV to extensions (designations) of E at those circumstances. When 

E is a simple indexical (including any of those listed above), this second function 

assigns the extension of E at EVC as its extension in all circumstances. So simple 

indexicals are rigid designators (their referents don’t change from circumstance to 

circumstance once the context is fixed). Moreover, the semantic content of a simple 

indexical E1 at context C1 is identical with the semantic content of a simple 

indexical E2 at context C2 iff the referent (extension) of E1 at C1 = the referent 

(extension) of E2 at C2 (from which it follows that the indexicals with the same 

referent at C have the same semantic content at C).  

                                                        

72
 Both Kaplan (1979) and Kaplan (1989) circulated widely long before publication (from the early 

to mid 1970s onward).  Unlike pure indexicals, occurrences demonstratives were thought to require 

supplementation by demonstrations. For further discussion of this point, including difficulties and 

challenges raised by it, see Salmon (2002) and Soames (2010a) at pp. 102-05, 147-51, 164-65. 
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If this sounds a bit convoluted, it is – partly because of an inherent tension 

between Kaplan’s goals of simultaneously giving us both a formal logic and a 

semantics of indexicals and partly because he presented his semantic theory in the 

then orthodox form of a theory of truth relative to a set of parameters.
73

 Putting 

these complications aside, we can take the Kaplanian semantic content of a simple 

term E at C to be its referent at C, which it contributes to the structured proposition 

expressed at C by sentences containing E (which may then be evaluated at arbitrary 

counterfactual circumstances).
74

 We call E directly referential iff for all contexts C, 

its semantic content at C is its referent at C. For Kaplan, all proper names and all 

simple indexicals are directly referential.  Since names aren’t context sensitive, 

their semantic contents are fixed across contexts, and so can be identified with their 

meanings. Thus, whereas Kripke was agnostic about whether coreferential names 

have the same meanings, Kaplan wasn’t; for him, they did. 

The significance of these views for Frege’s Puzzle is mixed.
75

  First 

consider (1) and (2). 

1a. I am Scott Soames   (Said by SS) 

  b. Scott Soames is Scott Soames 

2a. My pants are on fire.  (Said by SS) 

  b. His pants are on fire.  (Said by someone demonstrating SS) 

                                                        

73
 See pp. 93-105 of Soames (2010a).   

74
 Semantics of this sort are presented in Salmon (1986) and Soames (1987). 

75
To the extent that Kaplan had views at the time about the implication of Frege’s puzzle for names, 

they took the form of an early version of the semantic relationism of Fine (2007). Kaplan articulated 

his take on the matter in an unpublished lecture in the late 1980’s entitled “Word and Belief.”   
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In both cases, the proposition semantically expressed by (a) at the relevant context 

C = the proposition semantically expressed by (b), at C. Nevertheless one who 

understands (knows the meanings of) both sentences might easily find an utterance 

of (a) informative in a way that an utterance of (b) isn’t.  In the case of (1a), those 

addressed will take themselves to be informed that the one addressing them is SS, 

while those addressed by someone who utters (1b) will not. The situation with (2) 

is similar. Although I would feel immediate cause for concern if I were to sincerely 

accept (2a), I might not be concerned if, looking at myself reflected at an usual 

angle in store window, I came to accept  my own use of (2b) demonstrating who 

turns out to be me, or someone else’s use demonstrating me.  The lesson for 

Frege’s puzzle was that when indexicals are involved (and hence when linguistic 

meaning diverges from semantic content) differences in informativeness (of the 

sort illustrated here) are compatible with sameness of semantic content. 

 Welcome as it was, this result didn’t take us nearly far enough.  For one 

thing, it didn’t address instances of Frege’s Puzzle involving proper names or 

natural kind terms rather than indexicals.
76

  For another, it didn’t tell us what 

assertions are made by uses of the (a) and (b) sentences in (1) and (2), or what 

beliefs they are used to express. Nor did it address instances of Frege’s Puzzle 

involving propositional attitude ascriptions, as illustrated by (3) and (4).    

                                                        

76
 The approach that came to be known as semantic two-dimensionalism attempted to deal with this 

problem by analyzing names and natural kind terms as indexically rigidified descriptions, 

associating sentences containing them with pairs of propositions, and adopting complicated analyses 

of attitude verbs as operating on these pairs.  For leading ideas see Chalmers (1996, 2002, 2011) and 

Jackson (1998a, 1998b, 2007). For criticism see Soames (2005, 2006b, 2007c). 
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3a. They believed/asserted that I was Scott Soames   (Said by SS) 

  b. They believed/asserted that Scott Soames was Scott Soames 

4a. I believed/asserted that my pants were on fire.  (Said by SS) 

  b. I believed/asserted that his pants were on fire. (Said by me demonstrating SS) 

It seems obvious that uses of the (a) and (b) sentences in (1) and (2) can assert 

different things, and that uses the (a) and (b) sentences in (3) and (4) can differ in 

truth value, despite the fact that the Kaplanian propositions semantically expressed 

at the contexts in question are the same.  Thus, Frege’s Puzzle remained in force. 

 At this point two important articles, Perry (1977, 1979), appeared. In 

addition to reinforcing main tenets, T3 and T4 below of Kaplan’s theory of 

indexicals, these articles emphasized the problems indexicals pose for Fregean 

conceptions of language, including the glaring difficulties posed by beliefs 

expressed and assertions made using the first-person singular pronoun.  

T3.  Referents of uses of indexicals are not descriptively fixed by purely 

qualitative contents in the minds of their users. 

T4.  Uses of indexicals do not contribute their meanings to propositions expressed 

by uses of sentences containing them; what they do contribute to those 

propositions are the referents of the indexicals in the contexts of use.    

The following passage, building on T3, illustrates the problem of 1
st
-person 

belief. 

“Let us imagine David Hume, alone in his study, on a particular afternoon in 

1775, thinking to himself, “I wrote the Treatise.” Can anyone else apprehend the 

thought he apprehended by thinking this?  First note that what he thinks is true.  

So no one could apprehend the same thought, unless they apprehended a true 

thought.  Now suppose Heimson is a bit crazy, and thinks himself to be David 

Hume.  Alone in his study, he says to himself, “I wrote the Treatise.” However 

much his inner life may, at that moment, resemble Hume’s on that afternoon in 

1775, the fact remains: Hume was right and Heimson was wrong.  Heimson 
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cannot think the very thought that Hume thought to himself, by using that very 

sentence.”
77

 

This description of the case is clearly correct.  Moreover, as Perry effectively 

argued, if we restrict ourselves to purely qualitative, descriptive thoughts 

(propositions) – that the so-and-so wrote the Treatise -- we can find no thought that 

is both one Heimson can entertain and what Hume expressed using “I wrote the 

Treatise.” This left two alternatives. Either the thought (proposition) Hume 

expressed can’t be entertained by anyone else, or it is a thought others can entertain, 

but not by using “I wrote the Treatise.”   

Rightly attributing the first alternative to Frege, Perry gave arguments A1 

and A2 against it.  

A1. Although each of us is acquainted with himself or herself in a way no one 

else is, we do not pick ourselves out via qualitative Fregean senses that are 

unavailable to others, yet known by us to apply uniquely to ourselves.   

A2. Although beliefs about the present time expressed using ‘now’ or the present 

tense pose the same sort of problem that 1
st
-person beliefs do, they can’t be 

treated by positing “for each time, a primitive and particular way in which it 

is presented to us at that time, which gives rise to thoughts accessible only at 

that time, and expressible, at it, with “now.”
78

  

Later in this chapter I will discuss Saul Kripke’s challenge to A1 (and by extension 

to A2) based on an enlightening expansion of Frege’s notion of sense to include 

acquaintance-based senses. Since, I don’t, in the end, think this reconstruction of 

Frege will do, I agree with Perry that Fregean conceptions of propositions of 

                                                        

77
 Perry (1977), p. 487. 

78
 Ibid., p. 491. In this quote Perry uses the word ‘thoughts’ to designate what is thought or believed, 

i.e. propositions.  This bears watching since he doesn’t always do so, but rather sometimes uses it to 

speak of cognitive states, acts, or events of believing. 



 196 

limited accessibility should be rejected. However, this critique does not extend to 

the cognitive conception of propositions, which, by allowing representationally 

identical but cognitively distinct propositions with the same structure and 

constituents, avoids the objectionable features of inaccessible Fregean thoughts.   

 Without the cognitive conception, Perry concluded that what makes 1
st
-

person and present-tense beliefs distinctive are not the propositions believed, but 

the special 1
st
-person, present-tense ways of believing propositions that can also be 

believed in other ways. On this view, anyone can at any time believe the 

proposition that I am working now – i.e., the proposition that SS is working at 2 

PM January 1, 2014 (PST) – but only I (SS) can do so by thinking “I am working 

now”, and I can do it only on January 1, 2014. Perhaps, but what are propositions 

and what are ways of believing them?  

In Perry (1977, 1979) propositions are essentially Russellian combinations 

of propositions and objects. This conception make no room for representationally 

identical but cognitively distinct propositions with the same structure and 

constituents – e.g. the cognitive proposition I express by uttering “I am working 

now” at t and the proposition that SS is working at t.
79

  For Perry, ways of 

believing Russellian propositions were, to a first approximation, types of cognitive 

states, acts, or events in the mental lives of agents who understand and accept 

                                                        

79
 See pp. 494 and 496 of Perry (1977). 
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sentence meanings, conceived of as Kaplanian characters.
80

  On this view, for me 

to believe, at the present time t, the proposition p -- that I am working now -- is not 

for me to believe a proposition of limited accessibility, but simply for me to believe 

p – that SS is working at t – by virtue of accepting a sentence (or mental 

representation) at t with the same meaning/character M as the English sentence “I 

am working now.”  Although p is fully accessible to other agents A*, and at other 

times t*, it cannot be believed by A*, or at t*, by accepting M.  To believe p, A* 

must accept some distinct M* that expresses p at contexts with A* as agent and t* 

as time.  

 From the standpoint developed in this book, there are three main problems 

with this positive account.   

P1.  The characterization of 1
st
-person, present-tense belief is too linguistic.  

Since such belief is not the special province of language users, some 

nonlinguistic characterization is needed.  

P2.  Being true to our pretheoretic ascriptions of first-person beliefs to others, and 

of present-tense beliefs involving other times, while also being true to our use 

of such ascriptions in explaining actions, requires a conception of 

propositions according to which to believe old propositions in 1
st
-person and 

present-tense ways is thereby to believe new propositions too. Because Perry 

lacked such a conception, he claimed “We use senses [Kaplanian characters] 

to individuate psychological states, in explaining and predicting action.  It is 

the sense entertained [i.e. the Kaplanian character accepted] and not the 

thought [proposition] apprehended, that is tied to human action.”
81

 This is, 

at best, a highly revisionary error theory that labels much of our pretheoretic 

                                                        

80
Although Perry’s term for such meanings is ‘role’, he grants in footnote 6, page 493, of Perry 

(1977) that his notion role is similar to Kaplan’s character.  See also pp. 479-81, 493-95. 

81
 Page 494 Perry (1977).  The last four pages of Perry (1979) expands on the idea of explaining 

action in terms of belief states individuated by Kaplan-style characters, which in turn are 

distinguished from the propositions believed by virtue of being in those states. 
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thought and talk about belief and action as false, and so in need of systematic 

correction. Such results shouldn’t be accepted unless we are driven to them. 

P3. Problem P2 generalizes to propositional attitudes of all types; it is not just 

belief ascriptions but attitude ascriptions of all types that require systematic 

correction, if Perry’s positive account is accepted.  P2 also generalizes to 

other -- e.g. perceptual and linguistic -- modes of presentation that have 

nothing to do with Kaplanian characters, or with sentence meanings.   

 The error theory mentioned in P2 is made more graphic in Perry (1979).  

There Perry develops an arresting set of examples using indexicals – ‘I’, ‘now’, 

‘this’, and ‘that’ – in which accurate descriptions and explanations of the actions, 

inquiries, beliefs, and disagreements of agents require the use of indexicals in the 

content clauses of attitude verbs.  In these cases, the use of indexicals seems to be 

“essential” to specify what is believed, questioned, known, or unknown.  So 

effective is Perry in constructing the cases that some readers have missed his main 

point – namely that, despite appearances, it is an illusion to think that indexicals are 

essential in this way. Perry’s indexicals are essential to his attitude reports, but, he 

argues, they are not essential in specifying what is believed, questioned, known, etc.  

Perry rightly maintains that his indexicals could be essential to specifying 

the propositions to which his agents bear the reported attitudes only if the latter 

were propositions of limited accessibility, which ordinary Russellian and Fregean 

propositions aren’t. Although Perry admits that he has no conclusive argument 

against propositions that are somehow inaccessible in principle, he rejects them 

because he has no clear idea of what could possibly be.  He says: 

“[The acceptability or attractiveness of a theory of propositions of limited 

accessibility] will depend on other parts of one’s metaphysics; if one finds 

plausible reasons elsewhere for believing in a universe that has, in addition to 
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our common world, myriads of private perspectives, the idea of propositions of 

limited accessibility will fit right in.  I have no knockdown argument against 

such propositions, or the metaphysical schemes that find room for them. But I 

believe only in a common actual world.”
82

 

This is, I think, a natural and understandable failure of imagination. If it 

were true that propositions of limited accessibility required metaphysics going 

beyond “our common world,” they would, I suppose, be suspect.  But, as I have 

argued at length, they don’t. All of us, Perry included, believe we have direct 

private ways of being aware of ourselves and of what we are thinking, feeling, or 

experiencing that others can’t use to become aware of those aspects of us. Since 

it’s not impossible for them to be aware, in a different way, of what we are directly 

aware of, recognizing that we have ways of being aware of ourselves that they 

don’t have of being aware of us doesn’t take us beyond “our common world.”   

Nor does recognizing propositions incorporating these, and related, special 

forms of awareness as Millian modes of presentation.  Although doing so results in 

some propositions that some agents can’t entertain, it doesn’t result in propositions 

impossible for them to cognize -- e.g. by making them subjects of predication -- or 

to evaluate as true or false. Consider, for example, the proposition that I am in 

danger, the entertainment of which requires identifying me in the 1
st
-person way.  

Although only I can entertain it, other agents -- who are as familiar with 

predication and with the 1
st
-person mode of presentation as I am -- can cognize 

(think about) it by cognizing me and being in danger, and understanding how all 
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 Perry (1979) p. 16. 
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these elements interact in the target proposition. Having done so, they can evaluate 

it as having the same truth value as its representationally identical twin – that SS is 

in danger – which they can entertain. All of the elements of both propositions, as 

well as the propositions themselves, are constituents of our common world.  The 

same can be said when other Millian modes of presentation are in play. 

The key point is that, according to the cognitive conception, the inability to 

entertain a proposition p need not be accompanied by the inability to entertain a 

proposition that represents the world exactly as p does. This result doesn’t hold for 

Frege-Russell propositions. If one of those propositions could, in principle, be 

entertained only by me, then some constituent of it – some object, property, or 

sense – would be represented in a way that no proposition entertainable by others 

represents it.  Although that, in turn, might well lead to the kind private 

perspectives that Perry finds worrisome, no such worry arises for cognitive 

propositions. For every set of cognitive propositions, some of which put constraints 

on agents capable of entertaining them, there is a corresponding set without those 

constraints from which it follows that things are exactly as they are represented by 

the first system. In short, when propositions are properly conceived as cognitive 

acts or operations, the limited ability to entertain certain propositions poses no 

threat to our common world.  Because of this, there is no need to resort to be an 

extensive and (I believe) unjustifiable error theory involving belief ascriptions and 

the explanation of action to account for our ordinary thought and talk involving ‘I’, 

‘now’, and other indexicals. 
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This is where I depart from Perry’s otherwise insightful discussions.  

Although we both believe that uses of attitude ascriptions 

5. A asserts/believes/knows etc. that S 

standardly report an agent’s cognitive state by specifying a relation – assertion, 

belief, knowledge, etc. – the agent stands in to a proposition, Perry thinks that a 

large sub class of such cases cannot be understood in this way, but rather must be 

understood as reporting that the agent bears the cognitive relation to something that 

isn’t a proposition, but rather is a belief state which, although it determines a 

Russellian proposition, does so in a special way.  For Perry, to understand attitude 

reports in this sub class in the way we standardly understand attitude reports – as 

saying something true iff the agent A bears the stated relation to the proposition S 

is used to express – is to render many attitude reports in the sub class false that we 

ordinarily take to be obviously true. So, on his picture, either we are massively 

deceived, or we unconsciously impose nonstandard truth conditions – incorporating 

cognitive information not contained in the proposition (about how the agent bears 

the attitude to it) -- on a large sub class of attitude reports.  Given cognitive 

propositions, we can see that this is a false choice; propositions incorporating the 

needed information about special 1
st
-person and other modes of cognition are 

readily available.     

The same points apply to the sophisticated theory of cognitive content 

presented in Perry (2001a, 2001b).  Although that theory goes some way towards 

addressing the problems P1 and P3 above for Perry (1977, 1979), P2 remains. To 
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repeat, being true to our pretheoretic attitude ascriptions involving the present-tense, 

indexicals, names, natural kind terms, and other constructions, while also being 

true to our use of these ascriptions in explaining actions, requires recognizing pairs 

of propositions p and p* that differ only in that to entertain p* is to entertain p in a 

certain way, though p itself can be entertained in other ways as well.  Perry 

conceptualizes things differently.  For him, my cases involving propositions p and 

p* are cases in which what he calls the subject matter of two mental states agree, 

but the truth conditions of those states differ.
83

   

Here is a 1
st
-person example.  Suppose I have amnesia and I am trying to 

figure out whether I am David Kaplan or Scott Soames, whom I know to be 

different philosophers.  In considering one possibility, I predicate not being DK of  

myself, identified in the first-person way. On the cognitive propositions conception 

I thereby entertain two propositions – one that simply predicates not being DK of 

SS and one that requires SS to be identified in the first-person way. On Perry’s 

account, I entertain only the former proposition. Later, I tentatively endorse my 1
st
-

person predication, even though I am not confident enough to assertively utter, “I 

am not David Kaplan.” According to the cognitive conception, I tentatively come 

to believe the second of the two propositions previously entertained (while 

continuing to be sure of the first), even though I am still not confident enough to 

assert what I now tentatively think.  On Perry’s story, there is no new proposition I 
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 Perry (2001b) pp. 20-22, 68-69, 107, 113-15, 123, 132-33. 
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come to believe, but there is something he calls “Scott’s new belief.”
84

 It is my 

cognitive belief state, which contains a 1
st
-person representation denoting one who 

is in that state (in this case me), as predication target of not being DK (which is 

represented by another part of the belief state). Though not a proposition, this belief 

state has truth conditions. It – or rather the state that consists of me being its agent 

– is true iff its agent, SS, isn’t DK.
85

  Since I wasn’t in this state before, it is said to 

be a “new belief” – one I didn’t have when I merely believed that SS wasn’t DK. 

That is Perry’s basic picture.  Here are a few generic worries.  First, what 

are we to make of the extension of the story in which I come to know that I am not 

David Kaplan, and assertively utter (6)? 

6. I now know, and hereby assert, something I previously didn’t know and 

wasn’t willing to assert, namely (the proposition) that I am not David Kaplan. 

 Although it seems obvious that this remark is perfectly true, on Perry’s account it 

appears, strictly speaking, to be false. After all, on his account there is no 

proposition I come to know that I didn’t already know, and no proposition I now 

assert that I wouldn’t have willingly asserted before. If Perry has a plausible way of 

avoiding this result, I don’t see it.  By contrast, the cognitive conception has no 

problem with the case.  According to it, when I utter (6), I assert something both 

true and informative, while asserting nothing false.   

                                                        

84
 For Perry’s use of ‘thought’, ‘belief’, and ‘knowledge’ in this sense see Perry (2001b) pp. 20-21, 

112, 115, 118, 122-23, 130-33. 

85
 Note, these truth conditions of the state mention the state itself.  For this reason Perry calls them 

reflexive truth conditions.  They are part of what he calls the reflexive content of the state.  The state 

also has propositional content, which is simply the proposition that SS isn’t DK.  See Perry (2001b) 

pp. 20-21, 122-33. 
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Second, in addition to being problematic in itself, Perry’s strategy of 

speaking of new thoughts or beliefs even when no new propositions are believed is 

not easy to generalize. One can see this by focusing on attitude verbs – question, 

doubt, deny, and learn – that, unlike believe and think -- don’t have nominalized 

forms that provide natural arguments of the truth predicate.  Just as I can believe 

that SS is such-and-such without believing that I am such-and-such, so I can 

question, doubt, deny, or learn that SS is such-and-such without questioning, 

doubting, denying, or learning, or that I am such-and-such. In such cases, we 

routinely speak of what is questioned, doubted, denied, or learned, easily 

identifying its truth conditions -- just as, in analogous cases, we routinely speak of 

what is believed, identifying its truth conditions.
86

  

According to the cognitive conception, what is questioned, doubted, denied, 

or learned is the proposition that SS is such-and-such, the truth conditions of 

which are those of its cognitively distinct but representationally identical 

counterpart, the proposition that I am such-and-such.  Thus, when my cognitive 

state changes, and I do come to question, doubt, deny, or learn that I am such-and-

                                                        

86
All of these attitude verbs can take arguments of the form the proposition that S in addition to 

bare tensed clauses that S.  However, many verbs v that can take the latter can’t take the former, 

even though we routinely talk of what is v-ed and of v-ing something.  Although the details of 

these constructions are daunting, I take propositions to be central to the meanings of all of them.  

For me, a key distinction between verbs like, believe, question, doubt, deny, and learn, which take 

the proposition that S and those like think, hope, and expect that take that S instead is that the 

former are two-place predicates on agents and propositions, while the latter are operators the 

extensions of which map the propositions expressed by their sentential arguments onto one-place 

predicates of agents. This difference does not, I think, affect the philosophical points above. Thus, 

verbs like ‘think, ‘hope’ and ‘expect’ can be added to the list -- believe, question, doubt, deny, and 

learn – used in this argument.  
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such, I come to bear the relevant attitude to a proposition to which I hadn’t born 

that attitude before, even though the new proposition is representationally identical 

to one to which I did previously bear the attitude. This is what is truly reported 

when I assertively utter (7). 

7. Only recently have I questioned, doubted, denied, or learned that I am such-

and-such. 

Since, for Perry, there is no such new proposition, what, on his picture, is 

truth reported by my utterance of (7)?  It can’t be that I have only recently born the 

relevant attitudes to the proposition that SS is such-and-such because, by 

hypothesis, I bore the attitudes to it before.  With this in mind, compare truth of (7) 

with that of (8) in a case in which I have long believed that SS is such-and-such. 

8. Only recently have I believed that I am such-and-such. 

For Perry, the new belief that (8) reports is not a proposition newly believed, but a 

belief state I had not been in before.  Like all beliefs, this one is, for Perry, true or 

false. Although this sounds natural, the reason it does is that the nominal form 

‘belief’ of ‘believe’ can be used to refer to what is believed (a.k.a. the proposition 

believed).  The same can’t be said for the verbs in (7).  That is why we don’t speak 

of “my question that I am such-and-such,” “my doubt that I am such-and-such,” or 

“my denial that I am such-and-such” as being true, or false either.  What is true or 

false is what I questioned, doubted, or denied, which is the first-person proposition 

the existence of which Perry denies.  In the case of learn, there is no nominalized 

form of the verb at all.  What is true or false is the first-person proposition I only 

recently learned.    
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 The point can be applied to ‘believe’ itself. It is a commonplace that what is 

believed – that I am such-and-such – is something that may have been, asserted, 

denied, doubted, learned, rejected or merely imagined by me. In short, the truth 

bearer that I believed is identical with one to which I can bear all the other 

attitudes.
87

 What is it, if not the first-person proposition Perry rejects? Although he 

identifies it with the mental state M such that for me to be in M is for me to believe 

that SS is such and such in the first-person way, presumably that isn’t what I may 

also have asserted, questioned, denied, doubted, learned, rejected, or merely 

imagined. I don’t assert, question, deny, doubt, learn, reject, or merely imagine my 

state of believing.
88

  Nor, obviously, is it identical with any attitude state M* such 

that for me to have been in M* in the past, or at some possible world-state, was, or 

would have been, for me to assert, to question, to deny, to doubt, to learn, to reject, 

or merely to imagine that I was such-and-such.   

 These difficulties with Perry (2001a, 2001b) can be avoided, while leaving 

most of the many insights of those works in tact, by adopting the cognitive 

conception of propositions.  Since, in other respects the cognitive paths we have 

been pursuing have much in common, it should be possible to make progress by 

bringing our perspectives closer together. 

                                                        

87
 This list includes verbs like hope and expect mentioned in the previous footnote. 

88
Rather, I bear these attitudes to the same thing that I bear the attitude of belief – a proposition 

believed rather than a state M of believing.  For Perry, the state M of believing a certain proposition 

in a certain way is not itself a, or the, proposition believed by virtue of being in M. 
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Millian Semantics, Frege’s Puzzle, and Expansive Pragmatics 

I now broaden the discussion to include proper names and natural kind terms.  

Millian semantics takes the semantic contents of these terms to be the individuals 

or kinds they designate. To say that this is to say that these designata are what those 

terms contribute to the propositions semantically expressed by sentences containing 

them. Thus, Millianism about these terms gives rise to classic versions of Frege’s 

Puzzle, including those in which ‘Hesperus’ is substituted for ‘Phosphorus’, or 

‘H2O’ is substituted for ‘water’, either in simple sentences or in the complement 

clauses of attitude ascriptions. 

9a. …Hesperus…. 

  b. …Phosphorus… 

10a. …water.... 

    b. …H2O.... 

11a. John believes that …Hesperus... 

    b. John believes that …Phosphorus… 

12a. John believes that …water... 

    b. John believes that …H2O... 

 

The burden of Millianism has been to explain how the (a) and (b) sentences can  

semantically express the same proposition – and so mean the same thing – despite 

differing so obviously in informativeness.   

 The first unequivocal defense of Millianism about names and natural kind 

terms, coupled with a well worked-out formal semantic incorporating structured 

propositions, is found in Salmon (1986, 1989b, and 1990).  On the view developed 

there, sentences semantically express Russellian propositions containing worldly 
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constituents -- objects, individuals, natural kinds, etc. -- designated by proper 

names and natural kind terms.  Just as one can fail to recognize a worldly item – e.g. 

Venus or water -- on different occasions in which one encounters it, so one can fail 

to recognize a proposition containing it when one encounters that proposition on 

different occasions. Since our cognition of propositions is often mediated by 

sentences that express them, this can happen when one cognizes p, once via 

sentence (9a) or (10a) and once via (9b) or (10b). Semantics stipulates that x 

believes S is true at context C of agent A iff S semantically expresses p at C and 

there is a guise by which p is presented to A (e.g., a sentence, or other cognitive or 

perceptual representation) to which A is disposed to inwardly assent. So if S and S* 

both semantically express p at C, then x believes S and x believes S* are either 

both true, or both false, of A at C.  

Nevertheless, speakers who understand the language, while also knowing 

that Hesperus is Phosphorus and water is H2O, are typically unaware of this and 

often wrongly think otherwise.  According to Salmon, the reason for their error is 

that they make a false inference from the correct observation that a speaker 

reporting A’s belief will naturally select a sentence S that not only expresses the 

proposition p that A is deemed to believe, but also suggests a guise similar to that 

to which A inwardly assents. So, when a speaker selects (11a)/(12a) to report 

John’s belief, rather than (11b)/(12b), a hearer will reasonably take the speaker to  

suggest that A would express the reported belief using (9a)/(10a), or something 

with similar associations. The error is in taking this pragmatic suggestion to be part 
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of what is asserted, and of what the belief ascription means.  It is not. For Salmon, 

the (a) and (b) ascriptions are synonymous, and are used to assert the same thing.  

In general, the pragmatic suggestions carried by uses of attitude ascriptions have no 

effect on the contents of the assertions (or other speech acts) they are used to make.  

 In retrospect, the chief strengths of this view were (i) its recognition 

(expressed using the term 'guises', adapted from Castaneda (1966, 1967, 1968)) of 

the multitude of different linguistic and perceptual ways of believing, and bearing 

other attitudes to, propositions, (ii) its insistence that agents' awareness of these 

ways of entertaining propositions has an impact on the information communicated 

by uses of sentences containing names and natural kind terms, and  (iii) its 

explanation of how and why the inclusion of worldly constitutions in propositions 

inevitably leads to some situations in which agents fail to recognize different 

occurrences of the same proposition, fail to see the logical relationships between 

related propositions, and unknowingly accept contradictory propositions.
89

   

The chief difficulties with the view are the massive errors it attributes to 

otherwise knowledgeable speakers involving the assertions they make and beliefs 

they express using sentences they understand -- which, in turn, are related to their 

unexplained ignorance of what those sentences mean.  Why, if the meaning of a 

name (or the kind designated by a simple natural kind term) is its referent, don’t 

those who know that Hesperus is Phosphorus (or that water is H2O) also know that 
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 Kripke (1979) also made a very important contribution to establishing (iii). 
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‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ (or ‘water’ and ‘H2O’) mean the same thing, and that 

the a and b sentences in (9*-12*) do too? 

9*a. Hesperus ≠ Hesperus. 

    b. Hesperus ≠ Phosphorus. 

10*a. Water isn’t water. 

      b. Water isn’t H2O. 

11*a. John asserted/believed that Hesperus ≠ Hesperus. 

      b. John asserted/believed that Hesperus ≠ Phosphorus. 

12*a. John asserted/believed that water isn’t water. 

      b. John asserted/believed that water isn’t H2O. 

Why do speakers who understand the terms and know that Hesperus is Phosphorus 

and water is H2O, remain firmly convinced that it is possible for an agent to believe 

or assert that Hesperus isn’t Phosphorus or that water isn’t H2O (e.g. by accepting 

or assertively uttering (9*b)/(10*b)) without thereby believing or asserting that 

Hesperus isn’t Hesperus or that water isn’t water?  Doesn’t this suggest that the 

cognitive and assertive contents of uses of a sentence S, and of ascriptions a 

asserts/believes that S containing S, may depart significantly from the semantic 

content of S?   

 Soames (2002, 2005b) answers this last question in the affirmative,  

loosening the link between  the meaning of a sentence and the contents of speech 

acts performed by uses of it.  This, in turn, makes it possible to explain why certain 

sorts of ignorance of linguistic meaning should be expected of competent speakers, 

and so do not constitute objections of semantic Millianism.  According to the view 

developed in these and later works, the semantic content of proper name or natural 
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kind term N is merely the referent R of N. Nevertheless, uses of N often contribute 

a constituent consisting of R together with descriptive content associated with N in 

the context of utterance to the propositional contents of speech acts performed 

using N. Hence, assertions made and beliefs expressed by utterances of sentences 

containing N often go well beyond the semantic contents of those sentences.
90

  For 

example, what is asserted by one who utters (9*b)/(10*b) is typically very different 

from what would be asserted by uttering (9*a)/(10*a). The same is true of the 

attitude ascriptions (11*a)/(12*a) vs. (11*b)/(12*). This is particularly important in 

cases in which what is asserted by uttering (11*a)/(12*a) differs in truth value from 

what is asserted by uttering (11*b)/(12*b).
91

   

Since utterances of sentences often result in multiple assertions, and even a 

non-indexical sentence S can be used to assert sharply different propositions in 

different contexts, the semantic content (meaning) of S is a least common 

denominator that remains constant across contexts.
92

 This is not something to 

which individual speakers have, or could be expected to have, direct conscious 

access.  Although competent speakers are reasonably good judges of what they 

                                                        

90
 Chapter 3, Soames (2002). 
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 See Soames (2005a), and also chapters 3, 6, and 8 of Soames (2002). 

92
 In Soames (2002) this least common denominator is a proposition that is a necessary, obvious, 

and relevant consequence of the assertive content of S across all standard contexts. In Soames 

(2005a) it is a structured propositional matrix, different contextual completions of which yield the 

different propositions asserted by utterances of it in different standard contexts. Depending on the 

sentence and context of utterance, the proposition semantically expressed may or may not be among 

those asserted. There are even complete sentences the semantic contents of which are not complete 

propositions.  For more on these complications, as well as defenses of the overall point of view, see 

Soames (2005c, 2006c, 2007c, 2010a).  
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mean (assert) by uses of sentences on various occasions, and hence of whether they 

would mean (assert) the same thing by utterances of different sentences on some 

occasion, this does not make them reliable judges about what is invariant in the 

information carried by uses of different sentences across all contexts for all users.
93

 

Thus, it is no embarrassment to semantic Millianism that its account of semantic 

content doesn’t match speakers’ intuitive judgments about linguistic meaning. 

What matters is that the semantic theory of the language can be combined with a 

plausible pragmatic account of assertion (and other speech acts) to accurately 

specify what speakers mean and assert by different uses of sentences.  

The next two steps in the achievement of this goal are (i) the introduction of 

multiple Millian modes of presentation made possible by the cognitive conception 

of propositions, and (ii) the account, sketched in chapter 4, of what understanding 

an expression E consists in -- beyond being able to use E to express the semantic 

content ESC of E and to know of ESC that it is the content of E.  Together these two 

innovations widen the gap between semantic content and assertive, speech, or 

other cognitive act content by greatly extending the scope of pragmatic enrichment.  

Since Millian modes allow for enrichment without changing representational 

content, they allow us to avoid counterintuitive results about what is, or isn’t, 

asserted, believed, or known, even in cases (illustrated in earlier chapters) in which 

descriptive enrichment that changes representational content is absent or severely 
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 Soames (2002) pp. 68-72. 
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limited. In other cases, Millian modes of presentation facilitate descriptive 

enrichment by providing elements already present in propositions asserted and 

believed that combine with information presupposed by conversational participants 

to generate descriptive enrichments  (in the manner illustrated by examples (12) – 

(17) of chapter 4) that otherwise would be unavailable.  

Finally, it should be noted that (ii) above is based on a distinction between 

two senses of “meaning” -- the semantic content of an expression E and the 

conditions that must be satisfied if a speaker to be counted as understanding E – 

that generalizes and extends the distinction in Putnam (1970) between the extension 

of a natural kind term and the stereotype associated with it.
94

  This distinction has, I 

believe, far greater importance than it has standardly been credited with. It is 

particularly useful when combined with theories of pragmatic enrichment of 

assertive and other speech act content.  

David Lewis’s Classical Discussion of the De Se 

 Next I turn to David Lewis’s “Attitudes De Dicto and De Se,” which 

introduced the now common terminology.  It was, and likely remains, the most 

influential work on the subject. Here is his statement of the issue. 

“Consider…two gods. They…know every proposition that is true at their 

world…Still… [n]either one knows which of the two he is…One lives on top of 

the tallest mountain, and throws down manna; the other lives on top of the 

coldest mountain and throws down thunderbolts. Neither one knows whether he 

lives on the tallest mountain or on the coldest mountain, nor whether he throws 

manna or thunderbolts. Surely their predicament is possible. (The trouble might 
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 See in particular, the insightful discussion on pp. 148-152 of the reprinting of Putnam (1970) in 

volume 2 of his Philosophical Papers.  For related discussion, see Putnam (1973, 1975). 
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perhaps be that they have an equally perfect view of every part of their world, 

and hence cannot identify the perspectives from which they view it.) But if it is 

possible to lack knowledge and not lack any propositional knowledge, then the 

lacked knowledge must not be propositional. If the gods came to know which 

was which, they would know more than they do. But they wouldn’t know more 

propositions…Rather…[o]ne… would correctly self-ascribe the property of 

living on the tallest mountain.”
95  

According to Lewis, both gods know that the manna-thrower M lives on the tallest 

mountain, and the thunderbolt-thrower T lives on the coldest mountain. Each also 

knows, of M, that he lives on the tallest mountain – i.e. each knows the singular 

proposition expressed by ‘x lives on the tallest mountain’ relative to an assignment 

of M to ‘x’. The same is true of the singular proposition expressed by ‘x lives on 

the coldest mountain’ relative to an assignment of T to ‘x’.  Nevertheless, they 

seem to lack knowledge. If M or T were to say “I don’t know whether I live on the 

tallest/coldest mountain” we would judge him to have spoken truly.  This suggests 

to Lewis there are some things they don’t know. Since there are no propositions 

they don’t know, he concludes that not all knowledge is propositional; sometimes 

what is known is a property that one could correctly self-ascribe.   

  There are, however, challenges to be met. First, we need to strip the account 

of its anti-hyperintensionalism. The need to do so is illustrated by an example in 

which the property self-ascribed is necessarily empty. With this in mind, imagine 

John Perry shopping in the supermarket, when he looks up at two differently placed 

security mirrors and sincerely accepts (13).   

                                                        

95
My emphasis, Lewis (1979), at p. 139 of the 1983 reprinting. All citations will be to this reprinting. 
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13. I am nearer to him [demonstrating the man seen in mirror 1] than I am to 

him [demonstrating the man seen in mirror 2].  

Since he is the man seen in both mirrors, he self-ascribes being nearer to Perry 

than to Perry. Because this property is necessarily empty, it is, on Lewis’s 

conception of properties as functions from world-states to extensions, identical 

with the property expressed by is F and is nearer to Perry than to Perry for any F. 

Assuming that ‘self-ascribes’ distributes over conjunction, we get the result that 

anyone who self-ascribes being nearer to Perry than Perry, thereby self-ascribes 

every property (and its negation).  Since this is impossible, no one self-ascribes 

what Perry seems to self-ascribe in accepting (13). In short, anti-

hyperintensionalism should be eliminated from Lewis’s account of the de se.  

The case for this conclusion can be strengthened by noticing that John and 

Mary express different beliefs by sincerely uttering “I am in danger” -- despite the 

fact that they self-ascribe the same property – namely, being in danger.  How does 

this fit the idea that de se belief is the self-ascription of properties? Not too badly, if 

we add that an agent x who self-ascribes P, also counts as ascribing P of x (but not 

conversely). Whereas both involve predicating P of x, the former requires thinking 

of the target of one’s predication of the property being in danger in the first-person 

way, while that latter doesn’t.  It will then follow that, in addition to their de se 

beliefs, John and Mary also have different de re beliefs. This seems right, as does a 

converse case in which the amnesiac Rudolf Lingens and his friend Otto express 

the same (de re) belief when, after recovering his memory, Lingens sincerely says, 

“This book is about me,” and Otto agrees, saying “That book is about you.”  
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Innocent enough, this useful way of connecting de se with de re worsens the 

problems of Lewis’s anti-hyperintensionalism – making it impossible for Lingens, 

prior his epiphany, to coherently take himself not to be Lingens. Since doing that 

would involve both self-ascribing not being Lingens and believing the necessary 

falsehood that Lingens isn’t Lingens, an anti-hyperintensionalist can’t acknowledge 

the possibility that Lingens might wrongly believe that he isn’t Lingens.
96

 Thus, the 

neo-Lewisian should adopt a finer-grained theory of properties and propositions. 

But this is only the beginning. The amnesiac Lingens, trapped in the 

Stanford library, poses further problems. Although he believes, and even knows, all 

propositions he learned from reading, we naturally describe him as “not knowing 

he is Lingens,” and “not knowing he is trapped in the Stanford Library.” Which 

propositions are these? Not the propositions that Lingens is Lingens and that 

Lingens is trapped in the Stanford Library. Everyone knows the former and 

Lingens knows the latter from his reading.  Despite this, Lewis rightly maintains, 

Lingens is in no position to self-ascribe being Lingens and being in the Stanford 

library. However Lewis can’t handle the simple extensions of the case.  In one of 

these, discussed in chapter 4, Lingens looks in the mirror and says “That’s (He is) 

me!,” self-ascribing being him (demonstrating himself). Since this is the property 

being Lingens, the neo-Lewisian has no way of resisting the incorrect conclusion 
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 Here the Lewisian assumptions are that when S is necessarily false, A believes that S is 

necessarily equivalent to A believes that S & P for every P.  Since ‘believe’ distributes over 

conjunction, the truth of the former guarantees the truth of A believes that P for every P.  Since it 

is impossible for any agent to simultaneously believe everything (and its negation), it must be 

impossible for A believes that S to be true when S is necessarily false. 
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that after looking in the mirror Lingens knows that he is Lingens -- prior to 

recovering his memory and being willing to say “I am Lingens.” As shown in 

chapter 4, it can be resisted by introducing Millian modes of presentation. 

We get the same result from the extension of the example, discussed in 

chapter 5, in which a fellow amnesiac Otto, who is reading the Lingens’ biography 

over Rudolf’s shoulder, suddenly remembers who Rudolf is, and utters (14). 

14. I have just realized your name is ‘Rudolf’.   

Although the neo-Lewisian has no way of accounting for the fact that Otto speaks 

truly, the account developed in chapter 5 does.  Taking (15) to be the semantic 

content of (14), in the context, we enrich that bare singular proposition by (i) 

requiring Otto to be cognized in the first-person way and (ii) requiring RL to be 

cognized either perceptually or via the second person pronoun (which, of course, 

Otto and RL both understand).    

15. Only just now has it been so that [ x [x realizes RL is named ‘Rudolf’] Otto]  

That’s  not all. As noted in chapter 5, the example can be extended still further to 

include a third amnesiac, Blotto, with the three characters reading their own copies 

of the book, when Otto’s epiphany leading him to utter (16), addressing Blotto. 

16. I just realized that he [pointing at RL] is named ‘Rudolf’. 

In sum there is a general problem here to which the cognitive conception of 

propositions provides a solution that the neo-Lewisian does not. 

Finally, it should be noted that I have so far written as if Lewis took the 

objects of de se beliefs to be properties and the objects of other beliefs to be 
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propositions. He didn’t. Desiring a unified analysis, while judging propositions not 

to be objects of de se beliefs, he took properties to be the objects of all beliefs.  On 

this view, to believe, de se, that one is in danger is to self-ascribe being in danger, 

while to believe that the earth moves is to self-ascribe being such that the earth 

moves (a property everything has), This is unconvincing.  Properties like being in 

danger are not true or false.  Since one’s de se belief that one is in danger may be 

true, and since one’s belief is true iff what one believes is true, being in danger is 

not something one believes.  The same point holds for all standard cases of de se 

beliefs.    

Could Lewis’s artificial properties, like being such that the earth moves 

play the role of propositions as primary bearers of truth or falsity and objects of the 

attitudes? Anyone who takes them to be must explain how they are generated, 

individuated, and cognitively accessed.  The problem for a hyperintensionalist neo-

Lewisian is that the most natural way of doing so is parasitic on the cognitive 

conception of propositions, or something like it.  For me, negating a property being 

so-and-so, predication of which represents its target as being so-and-so, generates 

the property not being so-and-so, predication of which represents its target as not 

being so-and-so. Similar stories hold for conjoining and disjoining properties, 

generating n-1 place properties from n place properties, and forming complex 

properties in other ways. In each case, agents’ access to complex properties is 

explained by operations they perform on more fundamental properties, while the 

complex properties themselves are individuated by the ways in which predication 
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of them represents their targets, from which we read off their contributions to the 

truth conditions of propositions.  

This idea is easily extended to include operations generating properties that 

are parasitic on already generated propositions. Operating on the proposition that 

John loves Mary or Bill hates Mary, agents can generate the property – x [John 

loves x or Bill hates x] – predication of which represents its target as being one 

whom John loves or Bill hates.  Taking the degenerate case of this operation in 

which no constituent is abstracted from the original proposition, we generate the 

property being such that John loves Mary or Bill hates Mary, predication of which 

of any target represents what the proposition represents. When S expresses p, is 

such that S stands for the property predication of which of represents what p 

represents (and nothing further). Since the individuation of, and our cognitive 

access to, the property are parasitic on the already explained individuation of, and 

access to, the proposition, these properties don’t raise explanatory problems.  

How does the neo-Lewisian individuate and explain our cognitive access to 

the properties expressed by is such that S and is such that R for arbitrary S and 

R, without invoking propositional intermediaries? Well, how are the earth and 

moving related to being such that the earth moves? This property isn’t the property 

that x instantiates iff the earth instantiates moving. There is no unique property 

satisfying that condition, since being such the earth moves and 1
st
-order arithmetic 

is incomplete does too. It is not enough to say that the complex property is a 

property satisfying the condition, since different properties satisfying the condition 
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are needed as objects of different hyperintensional attitudes. One could build 

formal structures – trees, tuples, sets of sets – out of simple properties and objects, 

and stipulate their instantiation conditions. But unless the structure and the 

conditions assigned can be shown to be nonarbitrary, intrinsic bearers of truth 

conditions, this will at most model the entities the neo-Lewisian needs, not identify 

them.  

The more promising route is to go representational -- maintaining (i) that 

being such that the earth moves / is round is the property that represents the earth 

as moving / being round (without representing anything further) because one who 

predicates it of anything represents earth that way, (ii) that that being such that the 

earth moves or the sun is hot is the property that represents the earth as moving or 

the sun as being hot (and nothing further) because one who predicates it of 

anything does, and so on. Promising though this may sound, it leads to a question 

that the neo-Lewisian doesn’t want to face. “Since predicating moving of the earth 

represents it as moving, shouldn’t we already have the proposition that the earth 

moves, before reaching the property being such that the earth moves?” The 

obvious answer is “Yes;” this is just another way of motivating the cognitive 

account of propositions – which allows one to construct degenerate properties like 

being such that the earth moves from propositions, rather than treating such 

properties as proposition substitutes. 

 To sum up, the theory of the de se I have begun to sketch in this book 

makes use of Lewis’s central insight that first-person self-ascription/self-
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predication is special form of cognition, while avoiding the problems and 

limitations inherent in both his anti-hyperintensionality and his substitution of 

properties for propositions as objects of the attitudes. When propositions are 

recognized to be purely representational acts, the self-predications that characterize 

the de se fall out as subtypes of representationally identical de re predications, 

thereby both establishing the needed connection between de se and de re attitudes 

and generalizing to a broader class of purely representational sub types. The fact 

that propositions are inherently representational allows us to analyze truth as 

simply accuracy in representation, and to take both de se and de re propositions to 

be primary bearers of truth conditions. Finally, the propositions needed to correctly 

account for problematic puzzle cases are natural pragmatic enrichments of the 

propositions semantically expressed by the sentences used in generating the cases. 

Kripke’s Sympathetic Reconstruction of Frege on Indexicals  

 Although cognitive propositions are metaphysically very different from 

Fregean propositions, the treatment I have suggested of propositions asserted by 

uses of first-person and present-tense sentences, as well as those of those 

containing other indexicals, has some similarities with the sympathetic 

reconstruction and modification, in Kripke (2008), of Frege’s thoughts on these 

subjects expressed in the following passages.
97

    

                                                        

97 Saul Kripke, (2008). 
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“But are there not thoughts which are true today but false in six months time?  

The thought, for example, that the tree there is covered with green leaves, will 

surely be false in six months’ time.  No, for it is not the same thought at all.  The 

words ‘this tree is covered with green leaves’ are not sufficient by themselves for 

the utterance, the time of utterance is involved as well.  Without the time-

specification thus given we have not a complete thought, i.e. we have no thought 

at all.  Only a sentence with the time-specification filled out, a sentence complete 

in every respect, expresses a thought.  But this thought, if it is true, is true not 

only today or tomorrow but timelessly.”
98

 

“If a time indication is conveyed by the present tense one must know when the 

sentence was uttered to grasp the thought correctly.  Therefore the time of 

utterance is part of the expression of the thought. If someone wants to say today 

what he expressed yesterday using the word ‘today’, he will replace this word 

with ‘yesterday’.  Although the thought is the same its verbal expression must be 

different in order that the change of sense which would otherwise be affected by 

the differing times of utterance may be cancelled out. The case is the same with 

words like ‘here’ and ‘there’. In all such cases the mere wording, as it can be 

preserved in writing, is not the complete expression of the thought; the knowledge 

of certain conditions accompanying the utterance, which are used as means of 

expressing the thought, is needed for us to grasp the thought correctly. Pointing 

the finger, hand gestures, glances may belong here too. The same utterances 

containing the word ‘I’ in the mouths of different men will express different 

thoughts of which some may be true, others false.”
99

 

Here Frege suggests that present-tense sentences, and those containing indexicals, 

are incomplete.  To express a thought they must be supplemented – sometimes by 

the time of utterance, sometimes by demonstrations, and sometimes by the speaker. 

It is as if times, demonstrations, or speakers, were added as extra non-linguistic 

constituents to the words of sentences to yield completed sentences, the senses of 

which are always true, or always false.
100
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 “Thought,” P. 343 in Beaney (1997), my emphasis. 
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 Ibid., p. 332, my emphasis. 

100
 Frege is reconstructed in this way in Salmon (2002). 
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Kripke develops this idea by taking the words in sentences like (16a-c) to 

express senses determining concepts that map times t onto truth iff Scott is sick at t 

(for (a)), sick on the day of t (for (b)), or sick on the day before t (for (c)).  

16a.  Scott Soames is sick (now). 

   b. Scott Soames is sick today. 

   c. Scott Soames was sick yesterday. 

‘Now’, ‘today’, and ‘yesterday’ designate, respectively, the identity function on 

times, the function mapping times to days in which they occur, and the function 

mapping times to the day before they occur.  In each case, one constituent of the 

completed sentence is the time ut of utterance, which refers to itself by virtue of 

expressing an acquaintance-based sense that determines ut. This sense is a 

constituent of the thought expressed by the completed sentence (along with a sense 

that determines the function denoted by ‘now’, ‘today’, or ‘yesterday’). Thus, the 

thoughts expressed are eternally true, or false, depending on whether, I am sick (a) 

at ut, (b) on the day of ut, or, (c) on the day before that day.   

This approach is extended to examples like (17). 

17. I am sick (said by Scott at ut). 

Here, the words require two completions: a time and a speaker. On the occasion 

imagined, the completed sentence contains the time ut of utterance and the 

compound constituent ‘I’-plus-Scott. The former refers to itself by virtue of 

expressing the sense – the same for all agents -- that captures the way in which they 

are acquainted with ut at ut – and by virtue of which they could never be acquainted 

with any other time. The latter refers to me by virtue of expressing the sense, 
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cognizable only by me, that captures the way in which I am (always and at all 

possible-world-states) “internally” acquainted with myself, and by virtue of which I 

am never acquainted with anything else (at any time of any world-state). As a 

result, the thought expressed by the completed sentence is a timeless truth, or 

falsehood, that can be entertained only by me, and only at ut. 

   Kripke doesn’t say very much about what an acquaintance-based sense is, 

other than indicating that it is one we grasp by being cognitively acquainted with 

an object in a particularly close and revealing way. However, enough has been said 

to suggest a stark inversion of the usual Fregean picture.  The “acquaintance-based 

sense” associated with an object o is identified as whatever is involved in our being 

acquainted with and focusing on o.  This contrasts with the usual Fregean picture in 

which “the object we have in mind, of which we predicate properties and relations” 

is identified as whichever object happens to satisfy the (descriptive) sense we have 

immediately before our minds in entertaining the proposition. With acquaintance-

based senses, the object, somehow, determines the sense, rather than the other way 

around.   Since modes of presentation – senses – are, for Frege, things we have 

immediately before our minds by virtue of which we are counted as having 

predication targets in mind, it is not easy to understand how this can be.  Since 

Millian modes of presentation are ways of cognizing things without themselves 

being cognized, or being before the mind, they give rise to no similar worry. 

Although Kripke might not find this contrast congenial, it cannot be 

avoided, if he wishes to maintain standard Fregean assumptions. Among those 
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assumptions are (a), that the sense of any singular term must present at most one 

designatum with respect to any world-state, and (b) that attitude ascriptions report 

relations holding between individuals and propositions expressed by their content 

clauses. If these assumptions are maintained, (i)-(v) must also be accepted. 

(i) In order for me to be able to use first-person content clauses to report, or 

speculate about, my past, future, or possible first-person beliefs, my special 

acquaintance-based sense of myself can’t change along these parameters. 

There must be just one first-person sense used by me to think about myself 

at all times and in all possible circumstances.  

(ii) In order for me to now be able to use present-tense clauses -- or those 

containing ‘now’ -- to report or speculate about any other actual or possible 

agent’s special “present-tense (or “now”) thoughts,” the special 

acquaintance-based sense now used to think about the present time must not 

change from agent to agent. There should be just one acquaintance-based, 

present-tense sense that all agents, actual and possible, use to think about 

this particular time.  The same holds for every time. 

(iii) In order for the truth value at a merely possible world-state w of a first-

person, present-tense proposition that is actually about me and the present 

time t to depend, as it should, on what is going on with me at t,w, these 

acquaintance-based senses must rigidly present the same things at every 

world-state (and time).  

 (iv) The first-person sense that any actual or possible agent x uses to think about 

x must be different from that used by any other actual or possible agent. 

Similarly, the present-tense sense used by actual or possible agents to think 

about a time t at t must differ from the present-tense sense used by agents at 

any other time to think about that time.  
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(v) The first-person and present-tense acquaintance senses can’t be identical 

with any non-acquaintance-based senses, the grasp of which can be 

explained without appeal to the sense of acquaintance needed explain 

agent’s grasp of “acquaintance senses.”  

Taken together, these doctrines are very implausible, as I think Kripke 

recognizes.  Since he doesn’t endorse assumption (b) above, he is not committed to 

(i), (ii), or (v), and would not, I think, accept them all (in an overall reconstruction 

of Frege’s project). But since he doesn’t have a positive proposal to replace 

assumption (b), he doesn’t provide us with a specific alternative. Since my purpose 

here isn’t to evaluate either Kripke’s reconstruction of Frege, or the various 

features of Frege’s own discussion of indexicals, this is no matter.
101

  My aim in 

this section is to contrast the ways in which objects and Millian modes of cognizing 

them figure in cognitive propositions with a broadly Fregean conception of modes 

of presentations.   

For Frege, a “mode of presentation” of an object o is an abstract, 

unchanging, non-linguistic entity that, somehow determines o independently of us, 

but which, when we cognize it, counts as our thinking of o.  This model works well 

enough when the mode of presentation is a property (or propositional function) that 

is true of o and only o.  We can, after a fashion, “think of” an object as being so-

and-so by virtue of mediately-predicating being so-and-so of such a property (or 

propositional function). For this reason, I, like Frege, countenance propositional 
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 These tasks are taken up in section 7, chapter 2 of volume 1 of my The Analytic Tradition in 

Philosophy. 
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constituents that descriptively determine targets of what is defined in chapter 2 as 

indirect predication. What I don’t do is force all predication into this mode, thereby 

excluding objects (occurring as predication targets) from propositions; nor do I 

treat all propositionally encoded ways of cognizing predication targets as 

propositional constituents, which are themselves objects of cognition. It is because 

Frege does these things that it is so difficult for him to accommodate the first-

person, present-tense, and indexical cases generally. 

For me, propositionally encoded first-person, present-tense, perceptual, 

linguistic, and recognitional ways of cognizing predication targets are ways we do 

certain things, not entities we immediately cognize in order to indirectly cognize 

objects those directly present entities supposedly determine on their own.  For this 

reason there is no need to posit a different form of first-person cognition for each 

agent, or a different mode of present-tense cognition for each moment of time (in 

the manner of (iv)).  On the contrary, since the different agents and moments of 

time are themselves constituents of the relevant propositions, the first-person and 

present-tense manners in which the propositions require these agents or moments 

be cognized (by those who entertain the propositions) may be the same, rather than 

differing from agent to agent, and moment to moment.  Moreover, since the special 

forms of first-person, present-tense, perceptual, linguistic, and recognitional 

cognition are not expected to themselves determine predication targets 

(independent of who is doing the cognizing, when the cognition is occurring, what 

is causing the perceptual experience, what antecedent facts have determined the 
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referent of a name, or what item is recognized as recurring), there is no need to 

guarantee their rigidity in the manner of (iii). (After all the objects are already in 

the proposition.)  Finally, since entertaining a proposition containing a restriction 

on how things are cognized counts as simultaneously entertaining a distinct but 

representationally identical proposition that lacks it, the fact that some cognitive 

perspectives are not available to some agents at some times, doesn’t limit their 

ability to represent the world, or even to represent the propositional attitudes of 

other agents, up to representational identity. 

Frege, Kaplan, and Kripke’s “The First Person” 

 I will close this chapter with a few words about Kripke’s discussion of the 

first person, the present tense, and related temporal indexicals in section I of Kripke 

(2011a). Though there is much there with which I agree, some insightful 

observations are intermingled with points that seem not quite right, but which can 

be set right by making use of aspects of the framework developed here.  One 

passage illustrating this raises a question about the adequacy of Kaplan’s semantic 

rule for the 1
st
-person singular pronoun – which we may take to tell us that uses of 

the 1
st
-person singular pronoun by any speaker x directly refer to x.

102
  Asking 

whether this rule gives us a complete semantic description, Kripke says: 

“What else could be needed?  Well, recall my remarks that the [semantic] 

‘description from above’ [provided without using indexicals in the rule] ought to 

be useable as an instruction manual for someone wishing to learn the language. 
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I assume both that for an expression to directly refer to something is for that referent to exhaust 

its semantic content, and that there is a way of spelling this out that is graspable by speakers that 

doesn’t require them to grasp the technical notion semantic content.  



 229 

Though Kaplan’s explanation is all very well for some sort of descriptive 

anthropologist who may in fact have the concept of ‘I’, it would be very difficult 

to get it across to Frege (or anyone else who is presumed to lack the concept). 

So, for example, let Kaplan say to Frege…‘If any person S speaking German 

attributes a property using the word “ich,” then what S says or thinks is true iff S 

has that property.’  But how can Frege use the word ‘ich’ on the basis of these 

instructions? Should he think, ‘Hmm, so how am I going to use the word “ich” 

on the basis of this general statement? Well, any German should attribute, say, 

being in pain or being a logician to himself, if and only if the German is in pain, 

or is a logician, as Kaplan says. So, I should do this.’…[This] formulation 

would presuppose that Frege already has the concept of himself, the concept he 

expresses using ‘ich’.  So here we really are going in a circle.  

     The point is that each one of us speaks a language that he himself has learned.  

Each one of us can fix the reference of the word ‘I’ by acquaintance with 

oneself, self-acquaintance. There is no requirement that this type of 

acquaintance is given to us by a [purely] qualitative description expressible in a 

‘scientific language’ spoken by no one [the kind of metalanguage Kripke takes 

Kaplan to aim at for his semantics of indexicals]…No one can grasp the rule for 

‘I’ stated in the common language except by means of one’s own self-

acquaintance. Otherwise, there would be no way of learning how the rule tells 

us to refer.” (360-61) 

 There are two main insights here. 

(i) Each person x is acquainted with x in a way no one else is, and so has a 

special, 1
st
-person way of thinking about, predicating properties of, and 

referring to x that others can’t use to think about or refer to x.   

(ii) Mastery of Kaplan’s rule for ‘I’ (or any similar rule) isn’t responsible for the 

ability in (i). Rather, it is only by using one’s 1
st
-person way of thinking that 

one might find Kaplan’s rule helpful in learning to use ‘I’ correctly. 

Since these points were independently made in chapter 3, I won’t further elaborate 

them here other than to agree with Kripke that they provide some vindication for 

Frege’s remark that “everyone is presented to himself in a particular and primitive 

way, in which he is presented to no one else.”
103
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 Frege (1918), p. 17. 



 230 

However, other aspects of the passage and the surrounding context are 

worrisome. For example, Kripke seems to suggest that Kaplan’s semantics for ‘I’ 

leaves out something crucial. The third sentence of the passage is supposed to 

indicate what.  “Well, recall my remarks that the [semantic] ‘description from 

above’ ought to be useable as an instruction manual for someone wishing to learn 

the language.”  The remarks we are invited to recall are these.  

“What is a description ‘from above’?...The description, first and foremost, is a 

description of how the language is used, but it also has an instructional aspect.  

If language can be described completely and correctly ‘from above’, in a neutral 

indexical-free language, the description (of, say, English) should be usable as an 

instruction manual, a set of imperatives for a foreigner wishing to learn 

English.”
104

 

Kripke suggests that Kaplan’s semantic rule of ‘I’ is inadequate because it can’t be 

used as an instruction for learning to use the word. But it can be so used. As noted 

in chapter 3, an agent A learning English who is given Kaplan’s rule and wishes to 

use ‘I’ in accord with it, will know, in the 1
st
-person way, when A is using ‘I’ with 

that intention. Hence, A will use it in self-ascribing properties A believes, in the 1
st
-

person way, that A has. Since A knows that others are acquainted with themselves 

in the same 1
st
-person way that A is acquainted with A, A will rightly take other 

English speakers to do the same. In short, A will understand, and be able to 

correctly use, the 1
st
-person singular pronoun. 

Of course, A wouldn’t arrive at this position if A didn’t, at the outset, have 

the ability to think of A in the 1
st
-person way, and hence to have 1

st
-person 
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thoughts. Kripke seizes on this in the initial passage. But why is it relevant?  If it is 

to be a criticism of Kaplan, the idea must be that no rule R for the 1
st
-person 

singular pronoun is properly instructional, and hence semantically adequate, unless 

one who lacked the ability to think of oneself in the 1
st
-person way, and so lacked 

the ability to have 1
st
-person thoughts, could acquire those abilities by learning R.   

But that can’t be right.  If it were, there could be no adequate semantic rule 

for the first-person pronoun, because the ability to think of oneself in the 1
st
-person 

way doesn’t, and couldn’t, come from mastering linguistic rules.  Nor could there 

by an adequate semantic rule for any other word.  Following any rule whatsoever – 

for baking a cake, assembling a bookcase, or using a word – requires the ability to 

monitor, in a 1
st
-person way not given by the rule, what one is doing.  So, for any 

rule to guide my use of a word, I must have the ability to recognize, in the 1
st
-

person way, when and how I am using that word.  It would be absurd to conclude 

from this that no purported semantic rule for any word can be adequate.  But if the 

only precondition required in order for Kaplan’s rule for ‘I’ to be capable of 

guiding one’s use of the word is equally a precondition for any rule to guide one’s 

behavior, then there is no sense in which Kaplan’s rule is objectionably incomplete 

or inadequate.    

Next notice Kripke’s use of the term ‘concept’ in the long passage quoted. 

“Though Kaplan’s explanation is all very well for some sort of descriptive 

anthropologist who may in fact have the concept of ‘I’, it would be very difficult 

to get it across to Frege (or anyone else who is presumed to lack the concept).” 

my emphasis 
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“[This] formulation [in which Frege uses his 1
st
-person thoughts of himself 

together with Kaplan’s rule to guide his use of the pronoun] would presuppose 

that Frege already has the concept of himself, the concept he expresses using 

‘ich’.  So here we really are going in a circle.” 

What is a concept?  Presumably it is something predicated (and hence true or false) 

of other things.  I take it that concepts are identical when predicating them of an 

item represents that item as being the same way.  For each x, there is, I imagine, the 

concept being x.  Is there some other concept, being x him/her/itself?  No.  There is 

no difference between representing something as (being) x and representing it as 

(being) x itself. The difference wrongly described as a difference in concepts is the 

difference between two ways of predicating the same concept – between 

predicating being x and predicating being x, cognizing x in the 1
st
-person way. Just 

as a person x and a person x cognized in a certain way are not different persons, so 

a concept predicated one way and a concept predicated another way are not 

different concepts. Given the cognitive conception of propositions, we incorporate 

the two different acts of predication of the same concept into representationally 

identical but cognitively distinct propositions.  It is true that Kaplan’s failure to 

recognize such propositions is a serious shortcoming in his philosophy of language. 

But this doesn’t show his semantic rule for ‘I’ to have left out any concept, or even 

to be incomplete.  All  his rule requires is what must to be added to any semantic 

theory – namely, the cognitive conception of propositions plus a philosophy of 

mind that recognizes 1
st
-person cognition.  Given these plus Kaplan’s semantic rule 

for ‘I’, it is predictable that speakers will use sentences containing it to express 1
st
-

person thoughts. 
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The point about concepts is connected to another problem having to do with 

Kripke’s defense of Frege. For each agent x, Frege was looking for what I would 

call a ‘concept’ (but he would call a ‘sense’) that was uniquely true of (or uniquely 

determined) x that only x could grasp. This concept/sense was to be a constituent of 

x’s 1
st
-person thoughts, i.e. of Fregean propositions only x could entertain.  Since 

objects are never constituents of Fregean propositions, he required, for each agent x, 

a purely qualitative sense, graspable only by x, that uniquely determines x. Both 

Perry (1977) and Kaplan (1989) criticize Frege for imposing this impossible 

demand on agents. Although Kripke rightly recognizes the demand to be 

impossible in following excerpt from the original passage, he wrongly rejects the 

idea that Frege needed to impose it in the passage just below it: 

“Each one of us can fix the reference of the word ‘I’ by acquaintance with 

oneself, self-acquaintance. There is no requirement that this type of 

acquaintance is given to us by a [purely] qualitative description expressible in a 

‘scientific language’ spoken by no one.” 

“There is no difficulty for Frege…once we rid ourselves of the idea of a 

‘scientific language’ spoken by no one… Each of them (each agent x) could 

determine the referent [of x’s use of ‘I’] by his own acquaintance with himself.” 

(p. 300) 

Here, Kripke is thinking of the analysis in Kripke (20008) discussed in the 

previous section.  According to that analysis, each agent A is acquainted with A in 

a special way that no one else is acquainted with A, and this acquaintance provides 

A with a Fregean sense that uniquely determines A. Here, Kripke ignores (i) the 

argument just given that the nature of Fregean propositions requires all senses to be 

purely qualitative, (ii) the difficulties, rightly emphasized by Perry and Kaplan, in 
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understanding how different agents with qualitatively identical mental lives could 

have different Fregean senses before their minds, and (iii) the other criticisms of 

Kripke (2008) mentioned in the previous section.  He also ignores the way in which 

all these difficulties can be avoided by (a) dispensing with Fregean acquaintance-

based senses and allowing agents themselves to occur as constituents of 

propositions, and (b) allowing their first-person ways of cognizing themselves to 

occur as Millian modes of presentation in cognitive propositions that don’t affect 

representational contents of those propositions.
105

     

 

                                                        

105
 Analogous points apply to the brief discussion on p. 303 of Kripke (2011) of a broadly Fregean 

way of treating propositions expressed by uses of sentences containing ‘now’ and ‘today’ 
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Chapter 10 

Overcoming Resistance to Cognitive Propositions 

  

In chapter 1, I explained the need for new foundations in the study of 

language, mind, and information.  Included in these new foundations were (i) the 

need to more sharply distinguish the information semantically encoded by a 

sentence from the assertions it is used to make and the beliefs it is used to express 

in different contexts, (ii) the need to distinguish what understanding a linguistic 

expression E consists in (which comes in degrees) from knowing of the 

representational content of E that it is the content of E (which does not come in 

degrees), and (iii) the need to develop a conception of propositions as pieces of 

information capable of (a) solving the foundational metaphysical and 

epistemological problems that have defeated traditional conceptions of propositions 

while (b) recognizing the distinct but related demands that real propositions place 

on the world they represent and the minds that entertain them.  

The core of this project is the conception of propositions as purely 

representational cognitive acts presented in chapter 2, which emphasized the 

solution to the foundational problems mentioned (iiia).  Addressing those problems 

involved solving the traditional problem of the unity of the proposition, explaining 

how an organism without the concept of a proposition, or the ability to cognize one, 

can know or believe propositions, and further explaining how sophisticated agents 

can acquire the concept, and come to know things about propositions, by 

monitoring their own cognitions.  Further progress was made by explaining what it 
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is for a sentence S to mean p in L. According to the cognitive conception, it is for 

speakers of L to use S to perform p.  For example, one who understands the 

sentence ‘The Union Jack is a symbol of Britain’ uses the name to pick out the flag 

and the verb phrase to predicate being a symbol of Britain of it. Since to do this is 

to perform the act that is the proposition expressed, one’s use of the sentence is 

one’s entertaining the proposition. Since no other cognition is needed, learning that 

S means p in L doesn’t require learning that S stands in some theoretically 

specified relation R to p. 

Chapter 2 also laid the basis for the conception of representationally identical 

but cognitively distinct propositions needed to implement the goal (iiib) of 

recognizing the distinct but related demands that propositions place on the world 

they represent and the minds that bear attitudes to them.  Chapters 3-8 implemented 

this conception in considerable detail, while using the cognitive conception to (i) 

more carefully and systematically distinguish the information semantically encoded 

by a sentence from the assertions it is used to make and the beliefs it is used to 

express and (ii) to prize apart understanding a linguistic expression E from 

knowing of the representational content of E that it is the content of E.  The end 

results were, I hope, the beginnings of new solutions to outstanding contemporary 

problems in semantics, the philosophy language and the philosophy of mind. 

Having done that, I now return to an objection to the cognitive conception 

voiced in chapter 2.   The objection is that propositions can’t be acts because they 

aren’t things we do. To think otherwise is to make a category mistake. Nor, the 
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objection continues, would it help to identify propositions with event types, which 

occur or happen. Just as it sounds bizarre to say that the proposition that life is 

short something I have often done, so it sounds bizarre to say that it has often 

happened. Thus, it is plausible to suppose that if one of these identifications is 

refuted by ordinary “intuition” the other is too. In this final chapter, I will argue 

that neither are. 

Consider, to begin with, a version of the Frege-Russell conception of 

numbers.  Zero is the set whose only member is the empty set; one is the set of 

those sets z that contain some x, and only x, as a member, two is the set of sets z 

that contain some distinct x and y, and only x and y, as members, and so on.  The 

successor of a set n is the set of sets z such that removing a member of z yields a 

member of n. A natural number is a member of the smallest set containing zero and 

closed under successor. The conception was brilliant and natural and the 

methodology was sound -- numbers are whatever they must be to explain our 

arithmetical knowledge. Had that explanatory goal been met, no one would have 

objected that the Frege-Russell conception can’t be right because it violates our 

“intuition” that people are not members of members of numbers. 

Just as the explanatory standard was correct for numbers, so it is also 

correct for propositions. In both cases, we know many facts about the target entities 

while knowing next to nothing about the kinds of things they are. We have no 

images of numbers or propositions and no robust pre-theoretic sense of what they 

are. If asked to pick out the entity that is the number 7 or the proposition that the 
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sun is a star, common sense draws a blank. Since most candidate entities appear to 

be non-starters, the search for explanation is all we have. The crucial difference 

between the two cases is that we can give good explanations of the relations we 

bear to propositions, the knowledge we have of, or about, them, and their ability to 

do the work we require of them.   

In chapter 2, I explained the cognitive conception’s foundational 

advantages. Its empirical advantages for theories of language and information are 

no less important. Here, the contrast with Frege-Russell numbers is stark. Whereas 

the established theorems of arithmetic didn’t depend on, but rather provided the 

crucial test for, that conception, empirical theories in which propositions figure are 

not independent the cognitive conception. Fragmentary, conceptually incomplete, 

and subject to revision in light of new evidence, these theories yield different 

results when combined with different conceptions of propositions. By supplying us 

with representationally identical but cognitively distinct propositions, the cognitive 

conception provides results we need. Because these propositions represent the same 

things as being the same ways, they impose identical truth conditions on the world. 

Because they are cognitively distinct, they impose different conditions on minds 

that entertain them. As argued in chapters 3-8, this opens up many new 

opportunities for explaining cognitive and linguistic facts.    

 In all those cases, conceiving of propositions as purely representational 

cognitive acts facilitates the derivation of correct but otherwise elusive results 

about what is believed, asserted, and so on.  These results extend the naturalistic 
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epistemology of propositions that began with a story of how one can know, assert, 

and believe propositions by cognizing, not the propositions themselves, but the 

objects and properties that are their subject matter. That epistemology continued 

with an account of how self-conscious agents acquire knowledge of propositions by 

attending to events in their cognitive lives. Once identified, propositions are made 

targets of predications, enabling agents to entertain various complex propositions, 

including propositional attitude ascriptions. This is the basis of the explanations I 

have given in chapters 3-8 of attitudes born to propositions incorporating Millian 

modes of presentation, and to propositions that ascribe attitudes incorporating those 

Millian modes. All that is needed for these explanations to go through is for agents 

to identify predication targets via these Millian modes, and to have the concepts on 

which those modes are based.  

That, in sum, is why I think taking propositions to be purely representational 

cognitive acts explains our knowledge of, and the relations we bear to, propositions.  

Why then does it initially seem absurd to say that propositions are things we do? 

The answer is not far to seek.  If one asks oneself, pretheoretically, “What is a 

proposition?” one naturally starts with examples. What is the proposition that 

arithmetic is reducible to set theory, that it is sunny in Seattle, that there is a red 

dot on the otherwise blank wall in front of me? In bringing these examples to mind, 

one thinks of arithmetic, set theory, Seattle, and the wall as being certain ways.  

One doesn’t necessarily judge them to be those ways, one merely entertains the 

propositions that they are.  In some cases one may also conjure up images, but even 
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then one knows that the proposition entertained isn’t the image in one’s mind, but 

something more general.   

There is, however, something in the visual model to which we wrongly tend 

to cling.  Just as seeing a wall with a red dot is a phenomenally robust form of 

being aware of it, so, we are incautiously inclined to think, visualizing the wall is a 

phenomenally poorer form of awareness of a mental image, while entertaining a 

proposition about the wall is a minimal, or even phenomenally empty, form of 

awareness of something that represents the wall as being a certain way. It isn’t.  

To entertain a proposition is not to be aware of it, nor is to believe it to affirm 

something of which we are aware.  

We are wrongly encouraged to think otherwise by the parallels, (i) and (ii), 

between our talk about perception and our talk about propositional attitudes.  

(i) Just as ‘see’ is a two-place predicate relating cognizers to things seen, so 

‘entertain’, ‘believe’, ‘assert’, and ‘know’ are two-place predicates relating 

them to propositions entertained, believed, asserted, and known.  

(ii) Just as standing in the relation expressed by ‘see’ requires cognizers to be 

aware of things involved in the perception, so standing in the relations 

expressed by ‘entertain’, ‘believe’, ‘assert’, and ‘know’ requires them to be 

aware of things involved in the attitudes.   

The natural, but readily explainable, error is to jump from (i)  and (ii) to (iii), when 

in fact it is (iv) rather than (iii) that is true. 

(iii) Just as standing in the relation expressed by ‘see’ requires one to be aware of 

the things seen, so standing in the relation expressed by ‘entertain’, ‘believe’, 

‘assert’, or ‘know’ requires one to be aware of the propositions entertained, 

believed, asserted, or known.  
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(iv) Although standing in the relation expressed by ‘see’ to an object o that is 

seen requires one to be aware of o, standing in the relation expressed by 

‘entertain’, ‘believe’, ‘assert’, or ‘know’ to a proposition p merely requires 

one to be aware of the things p represents and the ways p represents them to 

be. 

The error of opting for (iii) rather than (iv) is a main source of the incorrect idea 

that propositions can’t be cognitive acts. Everyone knows one can perform an act 

without making it the object of one’s awareness. Everyone also knows that forming 

cognitive and behavioral dispositions consequent on performing an act needn’t 

involve thinking of the act. Since this is what entertaining and believing 

propositions amount to if propositions are cognitive acts, the objector’s 

commitment to (iii) leads him to conclude that the cognitive conception is absurd. 

But it isn’t absurd; (iii) isn’t sacrosanct. It is no more intuitively plausible than (iv) 

-- which receives crucial support from its role in solving the foundational problems 

of propositions and providing our cognitive and linguistic theories with entities 

they need.   

Although this disposes of a familiar objection, it also leaves us with a 

question.  When agents become aware of propositions, first by entertaining and 

then by predicating properties of them, why do they remain unaware that 

propositions are cognitive acts? Why does one who entertains the proposition that 

Seattle is sunny, and predicates being widely disbelieved of it, fail to realize the 

kind of entity it is?  Since ordinary human agents -- who do make propositions 

objects of thought in this way -- don’t know what they are, every theorist faces this 

question. My answer to it begins by noting that an agent who entertains the 
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proposition that Seattle is sunny thinks of the city, of the property, and of the city 

as having the property, without thinking about the proposition at all. Next he 

focuses on the concrete event, his predicating being sunny of Seattle, which just 

occurred, using the event to pick out something to be characterized as widely 

disbelieved. What he takes to be widely disbelieved is not the concrete event token, 

but, as he would put it,  that type of thing.   

What type is that? Is it the event type in which one predicates being sunny of 

Seattle, is it the act type, predicating being sunny of Seattle (performance of which 

results in an event of that type), or is it some other type? The correct answer is, I 

think, that the proposition is whatever type is best able to play the proposition role 

that  agents assign to it. Although I have argued that the cognitive act type is the 

entity best able do to this, the agent himself has no answer to such fine-grained 

philosophical questions. All he can say about the type, i.e. the proposition, is that it 

is the thought he just had – which is true enough provided he doesn’t succumb to 

the seeing-in-the-mind’s-eye model in which the thought is conceived as something 

to which he directed his attention when thinking to himself, “Seattle is sunny.” If 

he does succumb to that temptation, he will think that since neither his mental 

performance nor the cognitive act performed was what his performance was 

directed at becoming aware of, he will think that the thought (proposition) can’t be 

the act or event.  But he will be wrong.    

This completes my defense of the cognitive conception of propositions 

against a familiar ordinary-language objection based, I believe, on a common 
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misconception masquerading as a sacrosanct “intuition.” As I mentioned in chapter 

2, this isn’t the only such objection to current theories of propositions. There I 

quoted an argument given by Richard Cartwright purporting to show that although 

many theorists regard propositions as meanings (in one important sense) of some 

non-indexical sentences, the idea that they are is transparently absurd. The 

ordinary-language argument to this effect is based on a contrast between the pairs 

in (1) and (2) 

1a. Bill asserted/proved/contradicted/supported/questioned/withdrew the 

proposition that arithmetic is reducible to logic. 

  b. *Bill asserted/proved/contradicted/supported/questioned/withdrew the 

meaning of the sentence ‘Arithmetic is reducible to logic’. 

2a. The proposition that arithmetic is reducible to logic is plausible/probable/ 

untrue. 

  b. *The meaning of the sentence ‘Arithmetic is reducible to logic’ is plausible/ 

probable/untrue. 

Whereas the (a) examples sound fine, the (b) examples sound bizarre, which 

encourages some to think they are category mistakes. They aren’t.  Like the 

objection to propositions as cognitive acts, this objection to propositions as 

meanings is based on a misleading pattern of ordinary talk.  In the  case of meaning, 

this misleading pattern mixes two different realities. One is semantic content, 

which, with a sentence of a certain sort, is the information it semantically encodes. 

The other reality, touched on in chapter 4, is what is involved in understanding or 

knowing the meaning of a sentence or expression. This second reality -- which 

must be distinguished from knowing of the semantic content of S or E that it is the 

content of S or E – involves having background knowledge plus inferential and 
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recognitional abilities widely presupposed by other users, and so necessary for 

effective communication with them. Good theories should separate the two realities, 

while keeping propositions as cognitive acts that are semantic contents of some 

sentences, despite misleading ordinary-language arguments to the contrary. 
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