
http://www.diva-portal.org

Postprint

This is the accepted version of a chapter published in About oneself: De Se Thought
and Communication.

Citation for the original published chapter :

Pagin, P. (2016)
De Se Communication: Centered or Uncentered?.
In: Manuel García-Carpintero, Stephan Torre (ed.), About oneself: De Se Thought
and Communication (pp. 272-306). Oxford: Oxford University Press
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198713265.003.0011

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published chapter.

Permanent link to this version:
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:su:diva-138274



De se communication: Centered or Uncentered?*

Peter Pagin

August 2, 2015

Abstract

It was pointed out, first by Robert Stalnaker, then also by Andy Egan, that David

Lewis’s model of centered-worlds contents has undesired consequences for commu-

nication of de se contents. The recent years have seen a number of attempts to save

the model by amending it to handle de se communication. Proposals include the

appeal to sequences of individuals in the centers, to ersatz classical propositions,

and to operations of “re-centering”. The authors are Dilip Ninan and Stephan Torre

(sequences), Sarah Moss and Max Kölbel (ersatz), and Alan Gibbard and Clas Weber

(re-centering). The present paper discusses these attempts. The conclusion is that

they fail.

Keywords: Centered worlds; communication; content; David Lewis; de se; Robert

Stalnaker.

1. Introduction

Frege held that first-person thoughts cannot be communicated:

Now everyone is presented to himself in a special and primitive way, in which he is

presented to no one else. So, when Dr Lauben has the thought that he was wounded,

he will probably be basing it on this primitive way in which he is presented to him-

self. And only Dr Lauben himself can grasp thoughts specified in this way (Frege

1918, p. 333).

*This material derives from a talk given at the Barcelona conference on de se communication, organized
by Manuel García-Carpintero and Stephan Torre, in June 2012. The paper version, which in some respects
differs substantially from the talk content, was discussed at a seminar in Barcelona in June 2014. I am grate-
ful for comments on both occasions, to Francois Recanati, Dilip Ninan, Stephan Torre, Carla Merino Rajme,
Josep Macià, Max Kölbel, and Dan Zeman. I am especially indebted to comments from Manuel García-
Carpintero on the first draft of this paper, to both editors and an anonymous referee for comments on the
second, and for discussion to Kathrin Glüer and Francois Recanati. This research has been funded by an
ESF Eurocores project grant for the CCCOM project (Communication in Context: Shared Understanding in
a Complex World), led by Åsa Wikforss.
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This raises the question of how speaker can convey thoughts about himself to others.

Frege proposed a solution. The passage continues:

But now he may want to communicate with others. He cannot communicate a

thought he alone can grasp. Therefore, if he now says ‘I was wounded’, he must

use ‘I’ in a sense which can be grasped by others, perhaps in the sense of ‘he who is

speaking to you at this moment’; by doing this he makes the conditions accompa-

nying his utterance serve towards the expression of a thought (Frege 1918, p. 333).

Frege’s solution is to appeal to an ersatz content: instead of thought content that only he

himself can grasp, the speaker conveys a different but related content. The new content

contains a mode of presentation different from that in the original content, but the object

presented is the same: Dr Lauben. Lauben achieves this by attaching a different sense

to I. I shall refer to the solution of finding a related non-first-person content as the ersatz

solution.

John Perry (1979) rejected not only Frege’s solution but also the premise that moti-

vated it, that there are contents available only to privileged subjects. Perry (1979, pp. 15-

6) called this view “limited accessibility”. In his paper, Perry discusses examples that

indeed can motivate a Fregean view of limited accessibility, but proposes a different way

of handling them.

The examples illustrate what John Perry (1979, p. 5) called “locating” belief and which

later have come to be known as “self-locating” beliefs. In the first of these examples

(1979, p. 3), John Perry himself is in a supermarket, following a trail of sugar, trying to

catch up with the shopper with a torn sack, the shopper who is making a mess. Even-

tually, after failing to catch up, Perry realizes that this shopper is he himself. Only after

realizing this does he take the action of rearranging the sack in his cart.

Discussing the case, Perry asks what proposition he expresses by means of

(1) I am making a mess.

considered as uttered by Perry in the supermarket. He argues that there is no concept α

such that α is uniquely true of Perry and such that the proposition Perry can express by

(1) is that α is making a mess. The reason is that whatever α is Perry might fail to believe

that he is α (1979, p. 7). Lacking that belief, the proper action of rearranging the sack will

not result.1

But this seems to lead back to the Fregean view of limited accessibility, for there

seems then not to be any way for anyone else than Perry to believe exactly what he can

1Perry (1979, pp. 9-12) also considers de re and demonstrative beliefs, and argues convincingly that these
do not help us to get rid of the problem.
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express by means of (1) at the time. As a way out, Perry considers the idea of relativized

propositions, in particular propositions that are relativized not only to a possible world,

but also to a person and a time (1979, pp. 13-5). Perry argues that this does not solve

the problem either, for believing such a proposition is believing it true for an individual

at a time. Since others can think the same relativized proposition as true for Perry-the-

shopper-at-the-time, we still lack an explanation why Perry’s belief leads to rearranging

the sack but believing it by others don’t have that effect. To rule this possibility out, we

would need to treat the relativized proposition available only to Perry-the-shopper. But

that again, Perry argues, leaves us with limited accessibility.

This argument against relativized propositions is flawed, however, as is evidenced by

David Lewis’s (1979) proposal of relativized propositions to deal with self-locating beliefs,

or beliefs de se. After a suggestion by Quine (1969), Lewis proposes thought contents as

sets of centered possible worlds. A centered possible world is a pair 〈C ,W 〉 of a center C

and an ordinary world w (Lewis 1979, pp. 531-2). A center C in turn is either a space-

time point, i.e. a pair 〈l , t〉 of a location and a time, or else, as is more common in current

discussions, a pair 〈I , t〉 of an individual and a time.

Terminologically, in (1979) Lewis distinguishes between propositions, conceived of

as sets of ordinary worlds, and sets of centered worlds, which correspond to properties,

but the contemporary discussion regards the idea of a set of centered worlds as an al-

ternative conception of what a proposition is.2 Either way, a belief de se for Lewis (1979,

p. 539) is the self-ascription of a property, which is a set of centered worlds. If, and only

if, Lewis believes that he is making a mess at time t , he self-ascribes the set of centered

worlds 〈〈I , t〉, w〉 such that I is making a mess at t in w . Thus, the connection between

relativized proposition, the set of centered worlds, and the believer, is the believer’s act

of self-ascribing the set. On this view, ascribing any property to anyone else proceeds via

ascribing a property to oneself.

This is why Perry’s argument fails. Only Perry can self-ascribe the set of centered

worlds to Perry where the center is making a mess, but the content is equally accessible to

everyone. Lewis can self-ascribe the same set of centered worlds to Lewis. There is there-

fore no question of limited accessibility. With the idea of taking a relativized proposition

to be true for I at t , Perry did not clearly separate the content, which is the relativized

proposition itself, and the belief-relation of the content. Rather, he in effect treated the

relativized proposition as a propositional function that, when applied to an individual

and a time, yields an ordinary possible-worlds proposition, which is then subject to or-

dinary belief. Lewis, with his idea of self-ascription as the primitive relation between a

2As pointed out by the editors, Lewis in later work (e.g. Lewis 2004) he also speaks of egocentric proposi-
tions.
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believer and a content, saw it more clearly.3

However, this very idea creates a problem in connection with communication. The

problem was first pointed out by (Stalnaker (1981, pp. 145-7)), and has more recently

been emphasized by Andy Egan (2007). The problem is that because believing con-

tents amounts to self-ascription of the contents, for a hearer to believe the content that a

speaker has asserted amounts to self-ascribing the content, not ascribing it to the speaker.

When Perry-the-shopper meets Lewis-the-shopper in the supermarket and utters (1), for

Lewis to believe Perry is to accept the content Perry expresses, but accepting it amounts

to self-ascribing it. That means that Lewis, in accepting Perry’s assertion, ascribes to

himself the property of making a mess.

This is of course unacceptable. So there is a problem. But what is the problem ex-

actly? In the first place, we have the problem that we cannot combine the theory of

centered-worlds propositions and self-ascription with the traditional idea of communi-

cation as transmission of content, i.e. with the idea that communication succeeds iff the

hearer’s resulting content is the same as, or sufficiently similar to, the speaker’s original

content. It may be said here that this is not Lewis’s problem, since he of course did not,

or would not, accept the transmission model of communication. I’ll quote here from the

report on an earlier version of this paper by an anonymous reviewer:

Semantics gives us truth conditions for statements, relative to a context. I use the

semantics to figure out what my context must be like in order for your statement

to be true. Given the conventions of truth and trust, I then come to believe that I

am in a context of that kind. So if Perry say “I am making a mess” Lewis infers from

the semantics that what he says is true if and only if Perry is making a mess, and so

comes to self-ascribe the property of being in a world in which Perry is making a

mess. So Lewis explicitly rejects the transmission model (Anonymous report, p 1).

I have no objection to what is said in this passage, only to the non-sequitur that once

you have given up the transmission model, the problem is thereby eliminated. What re-

mains to answer is the question: How does it work? In the first place, this is a challenge to

provide an account of the new combination of semantics, centered-worlds propositions,

self-ascription, and communication. In the second place, there is a problem if this chal-

lenge cannot be easily met and it remains unclear that it can be met at all. In this paper,

I argue that the appeal to centered-worlds proposition does have this (latter) problem.

Friends of centered-worlds propositions have taken up the challenge. They have pro-

posed amendments to Lewis’s theory to get around the initial communication problem.

3A similar characterization of Perry’s argument is given García-Carpintero 2014 (forthcoming).
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They have done so in three different ways: some (Ninan, Torre) have proposed modifi-

cations of the theory of centered-worlds propositions themselves. Some (Moss, Kölbel)

have proposed that the speaker thinks a centered-worlds proposition but communicates

a related non-centered proposition. Some again (Weber, Gibbard) have proposed that

the hearer performs a transformation of the asserted centered content which makes it

apt for the hearer to self-ascribe.

This paper is concerned with those proposals. In section 3, I discuss the appeal to

conversational sequences that have been proposed by Dilip Ninan (2010) and Stephan

Torre (2010). In section 4, I discuss the appeal to associated un-centered contents, ersatz

contents, proposed by Sarah Moss (2012) and Max Kölbel (2013). In section 5, I discuss an

idea proposed by by Allan Gibbard (2012) and by Clas Weber (2013), according to which

the hearer in accepting the content transforms it by means of an operation Weber calls

“recentering”. In all of these cases, I argue that the amended theory, to the extent it does

not reduce to a theory of non-centered contents, is flawed.

There is no common way in which they all are flawed. Rather, each has its own prob-

lems which depends on the particular modifications made. However, there is a deeper

problem with Lewis’s theory, which comes to light in considering communication: the

connection between the content and the thinker is not representational. That is, the

speaker is not represented, neither explicitly nor implicitly, in the content of the thought.

Rather, it is the belief-mode, or belief-force, in the form of self-ascription, that makes

the connection. This means that a subject cannot merely entertain the (centered-worlds

propositional) thought that she has a certain property; what she entertains is just the

content of the representation of the property. This does not matter for belief, which by

definition has force. But it does matter for communication, because the hearer does not

automatically believe the speaker: typically we first understand, then perhaps form a new

belief. This picture of communication is hard to combine with the theory of centered-

worlds propositions.

With respect to this feature of Lewis’s theory, we can characterize the three kinds of

amendments as follows: The first kind (conversational sequences) attempts to neutral-

ize the effect of individual self-ascription by enriching the contents so that the speaker’s

self-ascription is true iff the hearer’s is. The second kind (ersatz contents) attempts to get

around the problem by appealing to a relation to contents that don’t have this shortcom-

ing. And the third kind (recentering) simply encounters this problem, since the transfor-

mation made by the hearer presupposes that she believes something: understanding is

not independent of belief.

I shall start, in the next section, by elaborating a bit on these general features of the
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relation between content and force, which are crucial in connection with the idea of cen-

tered contents.

2. Content and force

Frege regarded judging as passing from the Thought to the truth value. He wrote:

A judgment for me is not the mere comprehension of a thought, but the acknowl-

edgment of its truth (Frege 1892, 34, note 7).

Judging can be regarded as advancing from a thought to its truth value. Naturally,

this cannot be a definition. Judging is something quite of its own kind and incom-

parable (Frege 1892, 35).

Since for Frege, the truth value is the Reference (Bedeutung) of a sentence, a judgment

is an advance from Sense to Reference. In case the subject makes a mistake, it is not the

actual Reference, but rather the Reference the subject takes it to have.

We can transform Frege’s view slightly, in the following way: in judging that p, the

subject advances from content that p to the relevant point of evaluation, with respect

to which this content is either true or false. Frege countenanced exactly one point of

evaluation: the World. In a sense, for Frege, judging is therefore applying a content to the

World. It is not an application in the same sense as that of an application of a predicate to

a singular term, which yields a sentence, or propositional function to a singular concept,

which yields a proposition. But, in line with how Frege thought, it is analogous to the

application of a concept to an object, which delivers a truth value, in case there is only

one point of evaluation.

However, if belief content is thought of as a possible-worlds proposition, then each

possible world is a possible point of evaluation. The relevant point of evaluation for any

actual judgment, or assertion, is then the actual world. Believing that p is taking p to be

actually true. You apply the content to the actual world. This is also Francois Recanati’s

view:

[. . . ] a content is not enough; we need to connect that content with the actual world,

via the assertive force of the utterance, in virtue of which the content is presented

as characterizing that world (2007, p. 37).

If contents are temporal propositions, true or false with respect to world-time pairs,

then all actual judgments are applications to the ordered pair of the actual world and a

relevant time, usually the time at which the judgment is made. This is the point with

respect to which a sentence, used in a context of utterance, has its truth value. David

Kaplan (1989, p. 522)) says
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If c is a context, then an occurrence of φ in c is true iff the content expressed by φ in

this context is true when evaluated with respect to the circumstance of the context

(Kaplan 1989, 522).

This fits well with the idea that the judgment, or the assertoric force, provides the world

and the time. Believing that p is taking p to actually and currently true. You apply the

content to the actual-current world-time pair.

In perfect analogy, if contents are Lewisian centered-worlds propositions, true or

false with respect to individual-time-world triples, then all actual judgments are appli-

cations to the triple of the subject, the current time, and the actual world. And this is

basically Lewis’s idea of self-ascription. Believing the centered-worlds proposition that

I am making a mess is applying that proposition to the egocentric-current-actual triple

of the subject, the current time and the actual world, which is equivalent to ascribing to

oneself the property of making a mess at the current time in the actual world.

The relation is general: if the content of a judgment is a function from points of eval-

uation (indices) of some type to truth values, then a judgment is the very step of applying

that content to the relevantly actual index. To repeat, it is important to separate the idea

of evaluating a content at a point, and enriching the content by means of a representa-

tion of that point. We need to distinguish between applying a content to a the current

time and enriching the content with a representation of the current time. In Kaplan’s

framework this is the difference between the contents expressed by

(2) a. John is making a mess.

b. John is making a mess now.

By means of (2a), according to Kaplan, the speaker asserts a temporal proposition, true

or false at the current time and the actual world, and by means of (2b) the speaker asserts

an eternal proposition that is true or false at the actual world. The contents are different,

but the first, expressed by (2a) as uttered at the current time, is true at the current time

in the actual world just if the second, expressed by (2b) as uttered at the current time, is

true at the actual world (at any time).

Observing this distinction between enrichment and evaluation is crucial for under-

standing the idea of centered content.

3. Relativity to sequences

One idea that has been employed by several authors, originally suggested by Lewis him-

self (1983a, p. 398), is to enrich the centers of centered worlds to contain a sequence of

individuals rather than an individual. In modelling communication between two per-
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sons, what is needed then is a pair of individuals. Instead of a center consisting of an

individual-time pair 〈x, t〉, we now have a triple 〈x, y, t〉 of an individual, an individual,

and time. The basic idea is that we fix an order between the two participants X and Y

of the conversation, and then interpret utterances as concerning either the first or the

second element of the centers of centered world, depending on whether it is X or Y who

is speaking. The content will then be the same in X’s mind as in Y’s. This basic idea has

been put forward in Ninan 2010 and in Torre 2010.4 I shall first discuss Ninan’s version,

then move on to Torre’s.

3.1. Ninan

Ninan first (2010, p. 555) introduces the idea of enriched centers to account for contents

that are essentially de te, i.e. that essentially concern the addressee as addressee, just as

a de se content essentially concerns the speaker or believer himself. In Ninan’s exam-

ple, if John utters ‘Please leave’, the content of the utterance is a set of centered worlds

{〈x, y, t , w〉 : y leaves at t in w}.5 This is different from the content that Mary leaves:

{〈x, y, t , w〉 : Mary leaves at t in w}.

As Ninan observes, just enriching the centers with pairs of individuals does not solve

the communication problem. For when Mary self-ascribes the content of John’s utter-

ance, i.e. {〈x, y, t , w〉 : y leaves at t in w}, the result is that the belief that John is leaving,

for from Mary’s perspective, the first element of the centers concerns her, and the second

her interlocutor, John.

The solution Ninan offers is to stabilize the content by making it relative to a conver-

sational sequence (Ninan 2010, p. 562). In the basic case we have a pair. Relative to the

sequence 〈John,Mary〉, the first element in a center of a centered world applies to John,

and the second to Mary. Relative to the sequence 〈Mary,John〉, it is the other way around.

Assume the pair 〈John,Mary〉, and the sentence

(3) I like you

as asserted by John. When John relative to the pair 〈John,Mary〉, at time t ′ in world w ′,
believes the content

(4) {〈x, y, t , w〉 : Likes(x, y, t , w)}

he believes the first element, which is John, to like the second, which is Mary, at t ′ in w ′.
When Mary believes (4), she also believes the first element to like the second, at t ′ in w ′.

4Dirk Kindermann also defended this idea in his presentation at the Barcelona conference in 2012. Ac-
cording to Ninan 2010, n 13, the idea is also suggested in an unpublished manuscript by Seth Yalcin, 2007.

5Ninan suppresses the time element.
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So, when the contents are the same, and the sequences the same, the resulting beliefs are

the same as well.

What is it to have a belief relative to a sequence? One natural interpretation is that

relativity to a sequence means evaluating the content at that sequence. On this interpre-

tation, believing the content (4) relative to the sequence 〈John,Mary〉 simply is treating

〈John,Mary〉 as part of a point of evaluation. The content is a function from centered

worlds to truth values, thereby taking four arguments. Applying that content to the pair

〈John,Mary〉 fixes the values of the first and second variables. The result is a function

from the remaining two parameters to truth values, i.e. a function from time-world pairs

to truth values:

(5) {〈t , w〉 : Likes( John, Mary, t , w)}

(5) is a temporal proposition, not a centered proposition in Lewis’s sense, and if we dis-

regard the time parameter, as Ninan does, the result is a classical possible-worlds propo-

sition. Thus, on this understanding of what it is to believe a pair-centered proposition

relative to a sequence, it reduces to believing an uncentered proposition. Also, it is not

so clear how much is left of the de se nature of the belief. Clearly, nothing is left in the

content itself. Whatever remains has to do with how the arguments to the function, John

and Mary, are selected by the participants, John and Mary. For instance, the sequence

might be selected as 〈me,my addressee〉, in which case it is selected in a de se way, but

as with ordinary Kaplan contents, the way the content was selected is not reflected in the

content itself. This is contrary to the intentions of Lewis.

Moreover, treating relativity to a conversational sequence in this way bears a strong

resemblance to John Perry’s conception, for it can be characterized as believing a propo-

sition true for a conversational sequence. Formally, the result of fixing the values of the

first two of the four parameters is equivalent to enriching the original content by adding

representations of two possible values, in this case of John and Mary. This is clearly dis-

tinct from just applying an unenriched content to the actual point of evaluation in a sin-

gle step of self-attribution. But how else can the relativity of a content to a conversational

sequence be understood?6

Ninan’s understanding is in fact different. He avoids the result of partial application

by understanding in a different way what it is to believe a pair-centered proposition rel-

ative to a sequence. According to Ninan (p. 562), that John believes (4) at t ′ in w ′ relative

to 〈John,Mary〉 amounts to the following:7

6Thanks here to Manuel García-Carpintero for drawing my attention to the similarity of partial applica-
tion to Perry’s conception of relativity.

7This proposal is along the lines Lewis’s analysis (1979, p. 539) of what it is to ascribe a property to an
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(6) i) Mary is John’s addressee at t ′ in w ′ and

ii) John believes the simple centered-worlds proposition

{〈x, t , w〉 : there is a y such that y is x’s addressee at t in w and x likes y in w}.

Analogously, for Mary to believe (4) at t ′ in w ′, relative to 〈John,Mary〉, is for it to be true

that

(7) i) John is Mary’s addressee at t ′ in w ′ and

ii) Mary believes the simple centered-worlds proposition

{〈y, t , w〉 : there is a x such that x is y ’s addressee at t in w and x likes y in w}.

Note that in John’s centered-worlds proposition, it is the center who likes the addressee,

while in Mary’s it is the addressee who likes the center. This is the desired outcome.

On this picture, the relation to the pair-centered proposition (4) is not exactly believ-

ing.8 Rather, we can characterize it as the relation R such that

(8) R(a, p, s) iff

i) a = s1 and a believes E 1(p), or

ii) a = s2 and a believes E 2(p)

Here a is an individual, p a pair-centered proposition, and s a pair of individuals. si is the

i :th member of the pair s. And where p is {〈x, y, t , w〉 : P (x, y, t , w)}, the derived propo-

sition E 1(p) is the simple centered proposition {〈x, t , w〉 : ∃y(P (x, y, t , w))} that derives

from p by existential generalization on the second pair element. Analogously, E 2(p) is

the simple centered proposition {〈y, t , w〉 : ∃x(P (x, y, t , w))}, derived from p by general-

ization on the first pair element.

So, where s is 〈John,Mary〉, and p is the content (4), we have both R(John, p, s) and

R(Mary, p, s). Consider, by contrast, the content

(9) {〈x, y, t , w〉 : Likes(y, x, t , w)}

where the order of the elements x and y are reversed compared with (4). Let q be (9).

Let s′ be the reversed pair 〈Mary,John〉. Given the beliefs reported in (6ii) and in (7ii), we

get the corresponding result that R(John, q, s′) and R(Mary, q, s′). By contrast, it does not

hold that R(John, p, s′), or R(Mary, p, s′).

So far, the outcome may look somewhat strange, as if it is relative to a conversational

individual. Cf. below, p. 33.
8It may be noted here that on this account, if John incorrectly believes that his addressee is Elizabeth,

while it is in fact Mary, and (6ii) is true because John believes he likes Elizabeth even though he believes he
dislikes Mary, he still comes out as believing (4) relative to 〈John,Mary〉, since his actual addressee is Mary.
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sequence what John and Mary believe. This would be strange, since the beliefs that John

and Mary have on Ninan’s picture are beliefs in simple centered-worlds propositions,

and it should be an empirical fact which such propositions they believe, not relative to

a choice of a conversational sequence. There is in fact no such relativity, because the

interpretation function is also relative to the sequence,9 and this double relativity in fact

cancels out.

How this works is explained at Ninan 2010, pp. 563-4. When John asserts

(3) I like you

relative to 〈John,Mary〉, the interpretation is the Kaplanian diagonal of (3). The Kaplan

diagonal of a sentence φ is

{c : �φ�c,c = 1}

Contexts here are taken to be simply pair-centered worlds. This means that when John

asserts (3), the content is (4). By contrast, according to Ninan, when Mary asserts (3)

relative 〈John,Mary〉, the content is the inverse of the diagonal. For any pair-centered

propositions p, q , q is the inverse of p iff for all pair-centered worlds 〈x, y, t , w〉,

〈x, y, t , w〉 ∈ q iff 〈y, x, t , w〉 ∈ p

(Ninan 2010, p. 564). This means that when Mary asserts (3) relative to 〈John,Mary〉, the

content is not (4) but (9). This gives the desired outcomes, in the sense that when the

speaker is John, the content is (4), and we have R(John,(4), s) and R(Mary, likes, s), and

when Mary is the speaker, the content is (9), and we have R(John,(9), s) and R(Mary,(9), s).

This scheme of interpretation in effect means that we have an interpretation function

that takes both a sequence and a speaker in that sequence as arguments.

We have the equations

(10) i) �(3)� j
s = (4)

ii) �(3)�m
s = (9)

iii) �(3)� j
s′ = (9)

iv) �(3)�m
s′ = (4)

The subscript provide the sequence argument, and the superscripts, ‘ j ’ and ‘m’, pro-

vide the speaker, an element in the sequence, John or Mary. Thus, when (3) has the s

interpretation, i.e. with respect to the sequence 〈John,Mary〉, and is uttered by John, as

9This ingredient in Ninan’s theory was not, unfortunately, taken into account in my presentation at the
Barcelona conference. Only on rereading the paper did I become clear about its relevance to my discussion.
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in (i), the content is (4), and if it has the s′ interpretation, with respect to the sequence

〈Mary,John〉, and is uttered by Mary, as in (iv), the content is again (4).

The upshot is that when John’s and Mary’s simple centered-world beliefs are suitably

related, for instance as specified in (6ii) and (7ii), and John (or Mary) assert (3), there are

two interpretations that make John and Mary stand in the R relation to the content in

question, (4) or (9), and the corresponding sequence.

Does this solve the Lewis communication problem? If the problem was to find inter-

pretations relations between speakers and hearers that make their beliefs relate the right

way, the problem is solved. But this is not really solving the communication problem, be-

cause it does not by itself show what the speaker John means, nor how the hearer Mary

interprets John’s utterance in order to arrive at her belief. In order to add this element,

we must assume that the communicators themselves apply the interpretation function

to succeed in communication. So let’s look at the situation again.

If John asserts (3) according to the �·�s interpretation, what matters is that he is re-

lated to what he asserts — (4) — by the R(·, ·, s) relation, and if he assert (3) according to

the �·�s′ interpretation, what matters is that he is related to what he asserts — (9) — by

the R(·, ·, s′) relation. So John must keep track of the interpretation he has chosen, and fix

on the right conversational sequence, s or s′, that matches the interpretation. Selecting

the wrong sequence gives the wrong belief as result. By the same token, if John asserts

(3) according to the �·�s interpretation, what matters to Mary is that she is related to what

he asserts — (4) — by the R(·, ·, s) relation, and if John assert (3) according to the �·�s′ in-

terpretation, what matters to Mary is that she is related to what he asserts — (9) — by the

R(·, ·, s′) relation. So Mary must again keep track of the interpretation she has chosen,

and fix on the right conversational sequence as well. Selecting the wrong sequence gives

the wrong belief as result.

But this means that (10) isn’t quite right. Rather, what must come out of the semantic

interpretation must be the pair of a pair-centered proposition and the corresponding

conversational sequence. So, instead of (10), we must have

(11) i) �(3)� j
s = 〈(4), s〉

ii) �(3)�m
s = 〈(9), s〉

iii) �(3)� j
s′ = 〈(9), s′〉

iv) �(3)�m
s′ = 〈(4), s′〉

So, what (iii) indicates is that if Mary chooses the s′ interpretation of John’s utterance, the

result is the pair of (9) and s′. But now we face the question what can mean to interpret an

utterance by means of a pair-centered proposition and a sequence, which, except for the
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utterance interpretation part is the same as we faced before, of believing a pair-centered

proposition relative to a sequence. This time, Ninan offers no answer, and the answer he

gave last time is now irrelevant, for both the speaker and the interpreter must somehow

have the relevant sequence in mind.

Again, one alternative is to take the proposition to be evaluated with respect to the

sequence. Let’s follow this alternative. So, suppose that for Mary to interpret John’s utter-

ance by means of the s′ interpretation amounts to evaluating the pair-centered propo-

sition (9) at the sequence s′. In that case, we get the following result. The evaluation

of

(9) {〈x, y, t , w〉 : Likes(y, x, t , w)}

at s′, which is to say at 〈Mary,John〉, is exactly the temporal proposition

(12) {〈t , w〉 : John likes Mary at t in w}

Applying this method across the board, the equations in (11) reduce to

(13) i) �(3)� j
s = {〈t , w〉 : John likes Mary at t in w}

ii) �(3)�m
s = {〈t , w〉 : Mary likes John at t in w}

iii) �(3)� j
s′ = {〈t , w〉 : John likes Mary at t in w}

iv) �(3)�m
s′ = {〈t , w〉 : Mary likes John at t in w}

These are intuitively appropriate results. But we have a peculiar redundancy, since there

seem to be two different ways of arriving at the same temporal proposition, depending

on the initial choice of sequence. We can without loss remove the redundancy by elim-

inating the relativity to sequences: by letting ‘I’ always take the speaker of a context of

utterance as value, and ‘you’ always the addressee, we don’t really need the reversed se-

quences and the inverses of the diagonals any more, and what remains is simply

(14) i) �(3)� j
s = {〈t , w〉 : John likes Mary at t in w}

ii) �(3)�m
s′ = {〈t , w〉 : Mary likes John at t in w}

On this understanding, the simple centered-worlds beliefs (6ii) and (7ii) that Ninan pro-

poses are superfluous when the interpretation step is taken into account. The evaluation

of a pair-centered proposition at a conversational sequence results in a temporal propo-

sition, and if we remove the redundancy, what results is just a notational variant of a

temporal proposition theory. The conversational sequence does no real work, since it is

determined by the speaker and the addressee of the context.
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The alternative is to take the pair interpretations in (11) seriously. The hearer’s inter-

pretation really results in a pair of possible-worlds proposition, diagonal or inversely di-

agonal, and a conversational sequence. Downstream from there, a temporal proposition

is generated, and there exist two significantly different ways of getting to the same tem-

poral proposition. I see two problems with this alternative. The first is that of explaining

the significance of the pair interpretation. There is supposed to be some important dif-

ference between Mary interpreting John as expressing a Kaplanian diagonal relative to

one sequence, or the inverse of the diagonal relative to the reversed sequence, but it is

not so clear what that important difference is.

The second problem is that, on the assumption that there is such an important differ-

ence, what results is a source of possible misunderstanding that will not normally be de-

tected, and perhaps cannot be detected. If John has selected 〈John,Mary〉 in his speaker

intention and Mary has selected 〈Mary,John〉, there will be some important miscommu-

nication between them, even if they end up with the same temporal proposition. Lacking

an explanation of the significance of the pair interpretation, this is simply implausible. I

think the alternative of taking the pair interpretation seriously can be dismissed.

It therefore turns out in the end, with the need of pairing off pair-centered proposi-

tions with the conversational sequences, that the result is simply a notational variant of

temporal, and perhaps in the end, classical, propositions. Solving the Lewis communi-

cation problem by means of Ninan’s method results in classical propositions in centered-

worlds clothing.

3.2. Torre

Stephan Torre (2010) calls his theory of centered worlds with sequences of individuals a

theory of “multi-centered worlds” (2010, p. 107). According to Torre, in some situations

we need to appeal to (singly or multiply) centered worlds, since it is possible to have be-

liefs about where one is in the world that don’t correspond to any qualitative difference.

To illustrate this, Torre uses an example from Lewis, presented as follows:

You have been told that there are two duplicate dungeons. The door of the one on

the left leads to freedom. The door of the one on the right leads to the gallows. Open

the door and there’s no going back. In the duplicate dungeons are two duplicate

prisoners. One of them is you. You know, well enough, what sort of world you live in.

Narrowing down the alternative worlds won’t help you decide whether to open the

door. Nevertheless you need to narrow down your alternative possibilities (Lewis

1983a, p. 399).

According to Torre, following Lewis, there is no difference between ordinary possible

worlds where (the referent of) “you” are in the dungeon to the left and worlds where (the
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referent of) “you” are in the dungeon to the right, unless they differ in other ways. For

without any other difference, since the dungeons and the prisoners are each other’s du-

plicates, there is no qualitative difference between them, and hence no numerical differ-

ence either. At least this is so on the anti-haecceitist view, and Torre rejects haecceitism

(2010, p. 103). For the sake of argument, let us follow Torre here.

Despite this fact about the possible worlds, the prisoner in the dungeon to the left

can believe that he is the prisoner in the dungeon to the left. The content cannot be a

set of standard possible worlds, but must be a set of centered possible worlds. Assume

that we name the prisoner that is actually in the dungeon to the left ‘L’ and the prisoner

who is actually in the dungeon to the right ‘R’ (Torre’s naming on p. 106 and again on

pp. 111-12). With ‘@’ referring to the actual world, and with time suppressed, the set of

centered worlds

{〈L,@〉,〈R,@〉}

is the set of relevant centered possibilities for both prisoners: each can be either L or R in

the actual world, for all they know (Torre 2010, p. 106).10

Now Torre adds the following twist to the story of the prisoners:

Let us suppose that you figure out a way of communicating with your fellow pris-

oner. You learn that he has overheard the guards talking, and he says to you, “You

are in the dungeon on the left.” Trusting his information, you open the door and

walk towards freedom (Torre 2010, p. 102).

The task is to model the content of this assertion. A simple centered-worlds proposition

would give the wrong result: the addressee would arrive at the belief that the speaker is

in the dungeon to the left. Torre’s solution is to model the content by means of a set of

multiply centered worlds. He introduces the terms ‘P1’ for the referent of “you” and ‘P2’

for the referent of “your fellow prisoner” (2010, p. 111), and even adds that the prisoners

can have agreed on this naming convention themselves (2010, 111, n. 19).

Now Torre assumes available the ordered pair 〈P1,P2〉. That is, he assumes that, some

way or other, the pair 〈P1,P2〉 is chosen for interpretation of indexical sentences, rather

than the reversed pair 〈P2,P1〉. With this assumption, the content of the utterance by

“your” fellow prisoner

(15) You are in the dungeon to the left.

can be given as

(16) {〈x, y, w〉 : x = L and y = R}

10For the sake of uniformity in this paper, I have reordered the elements.
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From the assertion of (15), so modeled, and with the ordered pair 〈P1,P2〉 given, the ad-

dressee, “you”, can infer that P1, i.e. “you”, are L, i.e. the prisoner in the dungeon to the

left. “You” then open the door and walk out to freedom. Success. In fact, Torre is here

not explicit about how the pronouns are mapped on positions in the sequence. To make

the example work, as presented, we must assume that ‘you’ is associated with the first

element, and ‘I’ with the second. So we stick to that.

Unlike Ninan, Torre does not make the centered worlds content relative to which

element of the sequence s = 〈P1,P2〉 is the speaker. So, even with s given, the centered-

worlds content of (15) is the same, regardless of whether it is uttered by P1 or by P2. This

makes it a crucial condition of communicative success that P1 and P2 have agreed on

the same sequence. For suppose that P2 had instead intended the sequence s′ = 〈P2,P1〉,
while P1 had interpreted the utterance with respect to s. In that case, given that ‘I’ selects

the second element and ‘you’ the first, P2 would have asserted that P2 is L while P1 is R.

P1, on the other hand, interpreting relative to s, would have understood P2 as asserting,

as in the original example, that P1 is L, while P2 is R. So, assuming that P2 speaks the

truth, in this case P1 walks out and ends up in the gallows. Disaster.

It is thus crucial to Torre’s account that speaker and addressee agree on the proper

sequence, i.e. on the order between interlocutors. The question is how they can do that.

It would not be of great help for P2 to say

(17) I am the second element, you are the first.

For since (17) itself contains the pronouns, it must already be interpreted relative a se-

quence, and so the problem must already have been solved.

The alternative method is for the speaker to manage to refer to himself or his fellow

prisoner by some other method. For, instance, he may try

(18) The speaker of this utterance is the first element, the addressee the second.11

We can immediately observe that if this method of identifying the speaker is available, it

can be used directly:

(19) The speaker of this utterance is in the dungeon to the right.

Given that we have left time out of consideration, the content of (19), as well as the con-

tent of (17), is a non-centered proposition. But non-centered propositions were sup-

posed not to be available to distinguish between the two possibilities, that P1 is L and

11In fact, pretty much this formulation was proposed by Manuel García-Carpintero on Torre’s behalf dur-
ing the Barcelona conference, and met with approval by Torre.
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that P1 is R, because of the symmetry. We were told by Torre that whether P1 is L and P2

is R, or whether P2 is L and P1 is R, we still have the same ordinary possible world, and so

no non-centered possible-worlds proposition could distinguish between these two pos-

sibilities. Therefore, (19) was supposed not to be available as conveying a communicable

content that distinguishes between them. But then, (18) is not available either, since it

relies on exactly the same method of identifying the speaker.

In fact, it is easy to see that the problem is completely general. P1 and P2 cannot use

de se communication to agree on which sequence to use, s or s′, since that presupposes

the communication problem to be solved, and they cannot use de dicto communication

for this purpose either, since that presupposes that there is at least some asymmetry be-

tween the prisoners that can be exploited in designating one of them rather than the

other, and by assumption they are duplicates in duplicate dungeons, so there isn’t any.

Hence, the communication problem actually cannot be solved by Torre’s method. The

assumption that the prisoners can use something like (17) to solve it actually is an as-

sumption that the communication itself creates an asymmetry, after which the prisoners

are no longer duplicates. If they are not, by Torre’s own lights (2010, p. 101), and as exem-

plified by (19), centered contents are not needed.

4. Associated uncentered contents

The main idea of appealing to associated uncentered contents, or de dicto contents, is

that what the speaker communicates is a de dicto content that is suitably related to the

de se content the speaker believes. The believed content is modeled as centered con-

tent, while the communicated content is modeled as uncentered. Still, on learning the

communicated content, the hearer can form an associated de se content himself, that

suitably corresponds to the speaker’s de se content. In this way, centered contents can

be indirectly communicated, by way of a detour over de dicto contents. This method has

been proposed by Sarah Moss (2012) and by Max Kölbel (2013). I shall first look at Moss’s

version, then Kölbel’s.

4.1. Moss

According to Moss, for any centered content, given what the subject believes with cer-

tainty, there is always a de dicto content that is true in just the same belief-worlds. This

claim is stated in the following principle (Moss 2012, p. 226):

(PROXY) Given a de se proposition, there is a de dicto proposition such that for any cen-

tered world compatible with what you believe, that centered world is in the

former proposition just in case it is in the latter.
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In Moss’s terminology, a de dicto proposition is a set of centered worlds where only the

world component matters. That is, if P is a de dicto proposition, then if 〈x, t , w〉 is P , so

is 〈y, t ′, w〉, for any individual y and time t ′.12

Prima facie, (PROXY) is a strong thesis and looks implausible, but according to Moss,

there are always suitable ways of thinking about oneself, or about a time, such that the

thesis comes out true. She illustrates this with a story about David Kaplan:

[. . . ] suppose Kaplan has gotten lost in his sea kayak and calls you for directions.

He describes the coastline and you look at maps, but you still cannot figure out

where he is paddling. There are two possible worlds compatible with your beliefs

as you talk to Kaplan: one where Kaplan is in Bellingham, and one where Kaplan is

in Seattle. Just the same possible worlds are compatible with what Kaplan believes.

Neither you nor Kaplan can figure out which of the worlds is actual. And so Kaplan

is not only ignorant of de se facts. He is also ignorant of the same de dicto facts as

you. Suppose Kaplan is in Bellingham and someone exactly like him is in Seattle,

and suppose Kaplan introduces a name for himself as he is talking to you

(3*) Let ‘Dr. Demonstrative’ name myself.

In one possible world compatible with what you and Kaplan believe, Dr. Demon-

strative is in Bellingham and some other guy is in Seattle. In another world com-

patible with your beliefs, Dr. Demonstrative is in Seattle and some other guy is in

Bellingham. Each possible world corresponds to two centered worlds: one centered

on Bellingham and one centered on Seattle. Since Kaplan believes that he himself is

Dr. Demonstrative, he can rule out exactly two of these four centered worlds. That

is why his de se belief that he himself is in Bellingham is equivalent with his de dicto

belief that Dr. Demonstrative is in Bellingham, given what he believes. The same

goes for all of his de se attitudes (Moss 2012, p. 228, asterisk added).

To spell this out in detail, let Y be (the referent of) “you”, D Dr. Demonstrative, O the

other guy (the relevant witness of “some other guy”), B Bellingham, S Seattle, and I the

located-in relation. We have two ordinary worlds: wb , where D (Kaplan) is in Bellingham

and O in Seattle, and ws , where D is in Seattle and O in Bellingham. Suppressing the

time element, the de se proposition that is the content of the belief to be in Bellingham is

(20) {〈x, w〉 : I (x,B)}

The de dicto proposition that D is in Bellingham and O in Seattle is

(21) {〈x, w〉 : I (D,B)& I (O,S)}

12Moss 2012, p. 226. To make this paper uniform, I have reordered the variables.
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This is a de dicto proposition in Moss’s sense, since it places no condition on the center

individual.

Now we add the centered worlds, two for each ordinary world. We have the following:

〈D, wb〉,〈O, wb〉,〈D, ws〉,〈O, ws〉. (21), the content of Kaplan’s and Y ′s de dicto belief that

Dr. Demonstrative is in Bellingham, contains the first two: 〈D, wb〉 and 〈O, wb〉.
As regards the content of Kaplan’s de se belief that he is in Bellingham, which is (20),

any centered world included in its content must be such that the center is in Bellingham.

This rules out 〈D, ws〉, where Demonstrative is the center but in Seattle, and 〈O, wb〉,
where Other Guy is the center but in Seattle. The two remaining worlds, 〈D, wb〉 and

〈O, ws〉, are included:

(22) {〈x, w〉 : I (x,B)} = {〈D, wb〉,〈O, ws〉}

According to Moss, we must now take into account what Kaplan believes with certainty,

and that includes Kaplan’s certain belief that he is Dr. Demonstrative. This is the belief

(23) {〈x, w〉 : x = D}

The centered worlds included in this set are all and only worlds with Demonstrative as

center:

(24) {〈x, w〉 : x = D} = {〈D, ws〉,〈D, wb〉}

The other two centered worlds are incompatible with what Kaplan believes. Restricting

Kaplan’s de se belief that he is in Bellingham to worlds compatible with what he believes,

that he is Demonstrative, then amounts to intersecting the de se belief, (20) with the cer-

tain belief,(23). The result is {〈D, wb〉}.

The de dicto belief (21) that Demonstrative is in Bellingham is

(25) {〈x, w〉 : I (D,B)& I (O,S)} = {〈D, wb〉,〈O, wb〉}

We must now also restrict the de dicto belief to world compatible with what Kaplan be-

lieves with certainty, which means intersecting (25) with (24). The result is again {〈D, wb〉}.

This is in accordance with (PROXY). Every world compatible with what Kaplan believes

with certainty, i.e. (23), is in (20) iff it is in (21), for 〈D, wb〉 is in both and 〈D, ws〉 is in

neither.

On the exemplified interpretation of (PROXY), it amounts to the following:13 for any

13Discussion of a first draft with Manuel García-Carpintero helped me get clearer about Moss’s ideas.
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de se belief G , there is a de dicto belief H and a certain belief J such that

G ∩ J = H ∩ J .

On this interpretation, the believable subset of a non-communicable de se belief coin-

cides with the believable subset of communicable de dicto belief. So he can then sin-

cerely assert the latter iff he believes the former, given his certain beliefs. Prima facie,

this looks like a method that makes progress with the communication problem, but as

far as I can see, it cannot succeed.14

In Moss’s example, Kaplan’s certain belief, that he is Dr. Demonstrative, is itself a de

se belief. In order to successfully communicate his de dicto belief that Dr. Demonstrative

is in Bellingham, he needs to inform is interlocutor, Y , about who Demonstrative is, and

this is done by means of the stipulation (3*):

(3*) Let ‘Dr. Demonstrative’ name myself.

The problem with this is immediate: since it contains the (unbound) personal pronoun

‘myself’, an utterance of (3*) itself has a de se content. Hence, using this stipulation pre-

supposes that the problem of communicating de se propositions has already been solved.

As in the case of Torre, any method that can be applied to solve it in this particular case,

for the stipulation about the name, can be used directly for conveying de se belief, by-

passing the need for this special method. So, unless there is another method, the use of

the stipulation (3*) will fail. By assumption, there is no other method.15

Moss uses this example for convincing the reader that there is a method that works,

and the example fails. Can the method still work, perhaps with a different implementa-

tion? There are two features of the example that create the problem when combined: The

first is that the certain belief J that does the intersecting, in this case the belief of being

identical with Demonstrative, is itself de se, and the second is that this belief, in this case

14A minor problem is that Moss requires a restriction to what the subject believes with certainty, not that
this belief be true. If Kaplan has a certain belief that he is the Other Guy, he can assert a de dicto proposition
that satisfies (PROXY), that the Other Guy is in Bellingham, but this proposition is false although his de se
belief is true. Of course, in this case, the intersection of his de se belief with his deluded identity belief is
empty, and so is the intersection of his de dicto belief with this deluded certain belief. But (PROXY) does not
require the intersection to be non-empty.

The certain belief that Moss proposes, the de se belief to be Dr Demonstrative, is not only believed with
certainty but also a priori true, since true by definition. So, this minor problem is easily solved by requiring
both certain belief and truth, or perhaps a priori knowledge. In fact, this is probably what Moss does have
in mind, since she appears to want to exclude from certainty anything for which there can be “some shred
of doubt” (Moss 2012, p. 229), and so she most probably does not mean merely subjective certainty.

15What about “The speaker of this utterance”? It is possible that the evil demon deludes the speaker into
believing that he is the speaker of an utterance that is really made by someone else, and hence possible to
doubt that one is the speaker of an utterance one in fact makes.
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(3*), or a belief equivalent to it, is itself communicated. Are both features necessary?

The first is indeed necessary. The result of intersecting the de dicto proposition H

with J must be a de se proposition, for it is must coincide with a de se proposition, a

subset of G . Because of this, J itself must be de se, for intersecting a de dicto proposition

with a de dicto proposition yields another de dicto proposition: a centered world 〈x, w〉 is

in the intersection of two de dicto propositions only if 〈y, w〉 is as well, for any available

center y , because by definition, if 〈x, w〉 is included i a de dicto proposition, so is 〈y, w〉.
So, as in Moss’s example, the certain belief J must be de se.

Must it also be communicated? In Moss’s example, the need of communicating (3*)

depends on the fact that it is a stipulation about the name-using. But the stipulation is

motivated by the need of certainty. As Moss says (2012, p. 229), Kaplan can doubt that

his pants are on fire and that he is David Kaplan, but he can’t doubt a stipulation. Can

anything else than a stipulation meet the requirement?

Here is an argument that nothing else can: The content, in order to be de se, must

be of the form Φ(x), for some condition Φ. In order that the condition’s holding of x

be indubitable by the subject, it must be analytic in nature (e.g. λz(z = z)(x)). But in

order that it hold uniquely of x, and be analytic, it must be stipulated to hold of x.16 Any

condition that is not stipulated to hold uniquely of x might, for all x can believe without

doubt, hold of someone else.17

Then, precisely because the condition holds of the subject by stipulation, it must be

communicated to be known by anyone else. And this leads us back to square one.

The main topic of Moss’s paper is belief updating.18 She uses communication as a

model for updating: the subject communicates earlier beliefs to her later self: “In hypo-

thetical black box updating, you form beliefs on the basis of information you get from

your previous self. Getting information from your previous self is just like getting in-

formation from other agents.” (Moss 2012, p. 238). It is possible that the problems I

have stressed above for her theory of communication do not arise, or can be avoided, in

the special case of communicating with one’s later self. My interest here, on the other

hand, is the general case of communication, and the question whether Moss’s proposed

method does offer a solution to the problem of communicating centered de se contents,

whether or not that was also her interest.

16It doesn’t have to be a proper name. It can also be a predicate, as in “Let ‘Demonstrativizes’ be true
exactly of me”. Then use the description ‘the Demonstrativizer’.

17The editors have stressed that it is also indubitable to Kaplan that he exists, and that he is thinking.
Agreed. But it cannot be indubitable to Kaplan that he is the only thinker, even if it is true. Moreover, if he
uses the description ‘the thinker’ in communication with someone else, the de se proposition that he is the
only thinker is anyway not true either.

18Both the editors and an anonymous referee have suggested that because of this, my remarks on her
treatment of the communication problem are unfair. Perhaps they are right.
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4.2. Kölbel

Max Kölbel (2013) also pursues the idea that communication uses ersatz non-de se con-

tents to convey information, when needed. As we shall see, Kölbel’s idea is very close to

Frege’s.

Kölbel uses the abstract idea of a location, which plays the role of the center in cen-

tered worlds, and does not commit himself to any particular version of centered con-

tents. In briefly presenting his general ideas of about content and information, I shall

stick to this notion of a location, and then switch to the standard idea of individual-time

pairs, while suppressing the time part.

Kölbel defines the concepts of portable (2013, p. 100) and locally portable contents,

or portable relative to a class of locations (2013, p. 102) as follows. Here W is the domain

of possible worlds, L the domain of locations, and PC the domain of centered-worlds

propositions:

(P) For all p ∈ PC : p is portable iff for all w ∈ W and for all l1, l2 ∈ L (〈l1, w〉 ∈ p iff

〈l2, w〉 ∈ p).

(RP) For all p ∈ PC : p is portable relative to a class C ⊆ L iff for all w ∈ W and for all

l1, l2 ∈C (〈l1, w〉 ∈ p iff 〈l2, w〉 ∈ p).

Formally, these conditions concern locations with respect to every possible world. There

is question whether locations exist in all possible worlds. Concrete individuals do not

exist in all worlds. If space-time locations are relative, then space-time locations do not

exist in all worlds either. In particular, a spatial location on Earth does not exist in possi-

ble worlds where Earth itself does not exist.

It is then natural to require that a pair 〈l , w〉 exists only if l exists in w . In that case,

the quantification over worlds should also be restricted in (P) and (RP) to worlds where

both l1 and l2 exist. The alternative is to say that the pair 〈l , w〉 does exist even if l does

not exist in w , but that this pair is not included in any proposition p whose truth at a

centered world depends on the center. Let’s call the first alternative the world-restricted

interpretation, and the second the world-unrestricted interpretation.19

The interest of local portability is that some de se contents need not be portable, but

may be true of every participant in a particular conversation (an idea similar to ideas in

Egan 2007). With the quantification over worlds, however, the requirement is strength-

ened to that of being necessarily true of all or none in the conversation. This is especially

19I had originally tacitly assumed the world-restricted interpretation, and a proposed counterexample
below depends on it. An objection by the editors against the proposed counterexample made me realize the
need for this distinction.
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strict if we don’t restrict worlds to those where all participants in the conversation exist.

Corresponding to these concepts, Kölbel defines his notion of ersatz contents, which

he calls portable surrogates. This is defined by way of correctness of belief (2013, p. 103):

(C) For all w ∈ W , for all p ∈ PC and for all l ∈ L, it is correct to believe p at l in w iff

〈l , w〉 ∈ p.

Then the idea of a portable surrogate is introduced (2013, p. 104):

(PS) For all p, q ∈ PC and l ∈ L, q is a portable surrogate of p at l iff: for all w ∈W , it is

correct at w to believe p at l iff for all l∗ ∈ L it is correct at w to believe q at l∗.

Finally, there is the corresponding idea (2013, p. 107) of a locally portable surrogate:

(LPS) For all p, q ∈ PC , for all l ∈ L and all C ⊆ L, q is a portable surrogate of p at l

relative to C iff: for all w ∈W , it is correct at w to believe p at l iff for all l∗ ∈C it

is correct at w to believe q at l∗.

Switching over to just using individual centers as location, the idea of portable surrogate

can be easily illustrated. Consider

(26) a. I am hungry.

b. K is hungry.

and assume (26a) believed by K . The contents will be equivalent in the following sense:

(27) It is correct of K in w to believe de se that he is hungry iff it is correct of anyone

in w to believe that K is hungry.

Kölbel provides a short derivation (2013, p. 7) to show that this equivalence holds ab-

stractly and in general. Schematically, we have, corresponding to (26), the contents,

(28) a. {〈x, w〉 : H(x, w)}

b. {〈x, w〉 : H(K , w)}

with H for ‘is hungry’. It is easy to see that the intersection of (28a) and (28b) includes

(28) c. {〈x, w〉 : x = K & H(x, w)}

It also includes 〈J , w〉, provided both J and K are hungry in w . Nevertheless, we can see

that the following is true:

(29) For all w : for all x ( 〈x, w〉 ∈ (28b) ) iff 〈K , w〉 ∈ (28c) iff 〈K , w〉 ∈ (28a).
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Thus, given how correctness of belief is defined, bringing it in is a bit of a detour.

Kölbel differs from Moss in not attempting to generate some de dicto, or portable

surrogate, that coincides with the de se content in some restricted domain. Rather, what

matters for the portable surrogate is only that the set of worlds is right, and the relevant

worlds can be extracted from the de se contents (28b) and (28c).

According to Kölbel, only portable contents matter for information transfer:

Successful information transfer occurs when, as a result of witnessing the linguistic

act, a recipient comes to believe a surrogate of the content believed by the source at

the source’s location (Kölbel 2013, pp. 105-6).

Since only the corresponding classical proposition matters for the portable surrogate,

the question is what we need the centered contents for. Kölbel considers this question:

First, proponents of a framework of purely portable contents (e.g. Frege, Perry, and

many others) will object that something like the surrogate contents I am mention-

ing can and should figure as the contents of beliefs (and assertions) in the first place.

Then we would not need a theory of portable surrogates, and could simply stick to

the familiar model in which information transfer is simply content transfer. There-

fore, a theory of non-portable contents that postulates informationally equivalent

portable surrogates must be inferior to a theory that avoids non-portable contents

in the first place. Not so. Centered contents were introduced to do a certain job,

and they still need to do that job, even if, when explaining information transfer, we

resort to portable surrogates (Kölbel 2013, p. 106).

This can be taken in two ways. On one way of thinking, we might say that centered de

se contents are needed for contents of belief, while only portable surrogates (or classi-

cal propositions) have any role at all to play in communication, or else that somehow,

centered de se contents are relevant for communication as well, even though we have to

switch to surrogates for explaining information transfer. The second is the stronger one,

but strikes me as incorrect.20

If only surrogates are relevant for communication, then only surrogates are relevant

to semantics to the extent that semantics is relevant to communication. The question

20I do think the first is incorrect as well, although I’ll not argue that at any length in this paper. Cf. section
6.

On the other hand, centered contents are not sufficient. Lewis appealed to centered contents, among
other things, in order to account for how the deluded Heimson can believe that he is Hume (Lewis 1979,
pp. 536-8). This is needed, for there is no world where Heimson is Hume, whereas the content {〈x, w〉 : x =
Hume)} can be self-ascribed by both Hume and Heimson, truly by the former, falsely by the latter. However,
Heimson can be deluded enough to believe that he is both Hume and Reid, given that he believes that Hume
is identical to Reid. There is no centered world where Hume is identical to Reid, so there is no centered-
propositions account of the possibility of this belief anyway.
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is whether de se contents, non-portable or locally portable, are ever relevant semantic

values.

In the latter part of his paper, Kölbel considers how surrogates get expressed by sen-

tences, in order to explain information transfer by means of language. Kölbel introduces

a distinction between the semantic value, SV, of a sentence, and its conversational con-

tent, or CC (2013, p. 14). The presentation suggests that conversational content is some-

thing distinct from semantics, but there are good reasons to regard it rather as a distinct

semantic function, for instance as part of a semantic system that includes both SV and

CC as meanings (however, this could be regarded as a terminological issue regarding ‘se-

mantics’).

Kölbel illustrates the distinction by the following pair of contents:

(30) a. {〈x, w〉 : x = Lauben}

b. {〈x, w〉 : the speaker of utterance u = Lauben}

Here utterance u is the utterance produced by the speaker, which can be made explicit

by means using ‘this utterance’ as a complex demonstrative. The content (30b) is then

not de se, but any world where Lauben actually produces this utterance is included in

both (30b), with any center, and in (30a), with Lauben as center.

As Kölbel introduces it, CC agrees with SV for a sentence s except if s contains a “CC-

modifying expression”. If the SV of s is a non-portable content, then the CC of s will

be a locally portable surrogate, whose extension will differ from that of the SV value in

some contexts. On the Stalnakerian conversational model that Kölbel subscribes to, it

is the CC-value of s in the context that get’s added to the common ground, and hence

that is relevant to communication (2013, p. 15). The question is then, firstly, whether any

non-portable values are ever relevant, and, secondly, whether any locally but not globally

portable contents are ever relevant.

Kölbel proposes the pure indexicals as CC-modifying expressions. The reader is not

provided with the mechanics of the modification, but it seems that Kölbel in general has

a token-reflexive interpretation of the indexicals in mind. This means that (31a) will be

interpreted as (31b)

(31) a. I am Lauben.

b. The speaker of this utterance is Lauben.

(these two sentences will embed differently in linguistic contexts, so some further appa-

ratus is needed to take care of this). This means that the communicated content of (31a)

is (30b) rather than (30a).
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It is not so clear in what sense this interpretation is a modification of anything. It sim-

ply looks as if the CC-interpretation of ‘I’ is the token-reflexive interpretation presented

in (31b), and that is the interpretation relevant for communication, whether one calls it

“semantic” or not. If this were the end of the story, we should say that on Kölbel’s picture,

centered content play no role at all for communication, even if they are important for the

attitudes.

It is not the end of the story, however, for two reasons: on the one hand, Kölbel thinks

there are sentences which do get a non-portable interpretation by CC, and on the other,

the CC surrogates need be only locally portable. Regarding the first point, Kölbel pro-

poses (inter alia) the following two sentence pairs (2013, p. 116):

(32) a. It’s raining.

b. It’s raining here.

(33) a. The “living statue” at the end of Ramblas is moving.

b. The “living statue” at the end of Ramblas is moving now.

According to Kölbel, the a-sentences are non-portable or locally portable, depending

on the conversational context (whether the conversation participants are at the same

place or not ((32a)), or take part at the same time not ((33a))), while the b-sentences are

guaranteed to be locally portable.

As regards (33), the difference between (a) and (b) is analogous (apart from idea of lo-

cal as opposed to global portability) to the difference between them in Kaplan’s seman-

tics. This concerns temporalism about propositions, which I here set aside as distinct

from centered-worlds propositions. The topic is too large to be covered here.

As regards (32a), on the other hand, I find it simply incredible that it could ever be

used to assert a non-portable centered-worlds proposition such that: a) it is true as as-

serted at time t by Max in Barcelona, since it is raining in Barcelona at t , b) understood

and believed at t by his addressee Isidora in Paris, and c) falsely so, since it is not rain-

ing in Paris at t . That would be the centered-worlds content, on a model where spatial

locations are element in centers (as on Lewis’s model), and as far as I can judge, neither

(32a), nor any other sentence is ever used that way.

It can be replied here,21 that the use of ‘It is raining’ as expressing a centered content

can indeed go wrong, as exemplified, but that it should be restricted to contexts where it

does not go wrong, which means to contexts where the participants of the conversation

are all at the same location. However, as regards the actual use of ‘It is raining’, there

simply is no such restriction. It is often used in conversations where participants are not

21It was actually replied by Kölbel during a seminar in Barcelona.
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at the same location.22

Turning to locally portable uses of ‘I’, suppose Max utters (26a) to Isidora

(26a) I am hungry.

and both of them have de se beliefs with content (28a)

(28a) {〈x, w〉 : H(x, w)},

then both have correct beliefs if both are hungry at the time. This is not, however, enough

for making the belief locally portable in the Max-Isidora conversation, for the definition

(RP) of portability relative to a class of locations requires the two locations–in this case the

two individuals Max and Isidora–to be centers in exactly the same centered worlds within

the set (28a). Since their states of hunger are not necessarily correlated, this condition is

not met.

Still, it is not hard to construct examples where the condition is met. Suppose the

thesis of the necessity of origin is true: in every world where human A exists, the fa-

ther/mother of A exists as well. Assume, further, the world-restricted interpretation.

Then, assuming Max and Isidora are siblings, and Max truly utters

(34) Silvia is my mother

Isidora, believing what Max says, would come to believe that Silvia is her mother, for

on Kölbel’s account, ‘my’ is here interpreted as locally portable, and it suffices for local

portability that the property of being Silvia’s offspring is shared in every world where Max

and Isidora both exist (which is all we need care about on the world-restricted interpre-

tation). But this is clearly not an intuitively available interpretation of (34).

Assume instead the world-unrestricted interpretation. In that case, (34) does not go

through as a counterexample, since there are worlds where Max exists but Isidora does

not. So the content is not then portable relative to the set {Max, Isidora} of locations. But

then, consider instead

(35) I am a member of the Max-Isidora duo.

Whether said by Max or by Isidora, it is true only in worlds where both Max and Isidora

exist. So, it is locally portable relative to {Max, Isidora}. So, Max’s utterance should be

believed by Isidora, on Kölbel’s account, in the sense that she is a member of that duo,

22It may be added here that this use of wide locations, capable of housing several individuals, is very
different from Lewis’s use of time-location pairs as centers of centered worlds. Lewisian locations can only
house a single individual.
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but again, this is counterintuitive. On top, it is strongly counterintuitive that the inter-

pretation of the pronoun depends on the property ascribed to its referent.23

The conclusion is that those ingredients of Kölbel’s views that give centered contents

some role to play in communication (beyond being contents of attitudes that motivate

communication), simply are not intuitively acceptable.

5. Content transformations: recentering models

The last approach that I’ll consider uses the idea that the hearer’s interpretation of the

speaker’s utterance involves a so-called recentering. This is a content-transformation.

The hearer transforms the centered content that fits the speaker-center so that the trans-

formed content (the transform) fits the hearer, and is true of the hearer iff the original

content is true of the speaker. That is, when a speaker ascribes a property F to herself,

the hearer will self-ascribe a corresponding property G , the property that her interlocutor

has property F . This line has been taken by Allan Gibbard (2012) and Clas Weber (2013).

They both use the term ‘recentering’. I shall devote less attention to Gibbard than to We-

ber, since Gibbard’s account is less worked out, and also does not in fact fully employ the

centered-worlds framework.

5.1. Gibbard

In the Appendix 1 of his 2012, Gibbard argues against the idea that classical propositions

are the objects of belief, as well as the idea that they are transferred in communication.

Gibbard uses a two-dimensional framework. We have a vertical dimension of possible

worlds and a horizontal dimension. The worlds in the vertical dimension are the worlds

of utterance of a sentence, which are also the worlds that provide the perspective of the

thinker. The worlds on the horizontal dimension are the worlds of evaluation. Together,

for each sentence s, we get a matrix, where each cell corresponds to a pair 〈w, w ′〉 of

worlds, where w is a world of utterance, and w ′ a world of evaluation. The truth value in

this cell is the truth value the proposition s expresses in w as evaluated in w ′. Following

Kaplan (1989), Gibbard calls the matrix the character of the sentence.

What he calls propositions are rows in such matrices. What Gibbard calls doxons, on

the other hand (2012, p. 261), are the diagonals of the matrices, following the idea in

Stalnaker (1978). The diagonal of a sentence s is the set of worlds w such that s is true at

〈w, w〉. What is transferred-and-transformed in communication, according to Gibbard,

is the doxon. And the doxon, to be understood, requires recentering. To this speaker-

time pairs are added, to get centered worlds. To exemplify (Gibbard 2012, p. 260), when

23Kölbel also proposes examples involving predicates of personal taste, and generic ‘one’. There is no
space here for discussing those examples. As regards the latter, cf. Stanley 2011, Chapt. 3.

28



Ann writes in a letter

(36) I am happy now

the character of the sentence is such that it is true on the diagonal, at a centered world

〈x, t , w〉 iff x at t is happy in w . This is seen as a property, the property of the speaker-

time-world to be happy-at-the-time in the world of utterance. Ann, at time t , self-ascribes

this property by means of (36). When Ben reads the letter, he needs to characterize from

his standpoint how things are with Ann, e.g. by accepting

(37) She was happy then

In thought, Ben then performs a recentering. However, described so far, everyone agrees

with what has been said. In order to preserve content, the hearer needs to change the

pronouns. What the speaker expresses with ‘I’, in face-to-face conversation, the hearer

has to express with ‘you’, or something contextually equivalent. The question is what

recentering amounts to when we don’t have access to representations of the centers, i.e.

of the subject and the time. In the centered-worlds proposition model, we don’t have

access to these representations.

Unfortunately, Gibbard seems not to have taken this requirement completely to heart.

For according to Gibbard, the recentering takes place at the level of structured thoughts,

where the representations of the center, individual and time, is included:

What writer Ann voices with ‘I’ reader Ben thus transforms into a concept he voices

with ‘that woman, and he recenters this transformed concept on himself. Likewise

with time: Ben’s word ‘then’ voices, in this utterance, the concept of whenever this

letter was written, again taken rigidly. What Ann voiced with ‘now’ and present tense

Ben transforms into what he voices with ‘then’, and he centers this on himself now

(Gibbard 2012, p. 267).

Element by element transformation with recentering, after all, preserves reference,

and the structured proposition is a structure composed of a relation and these ref-

erents—the referents being Ann and the time of her writing the letter (Gibbard 2012,

p. 267).

Gibbard’s model thus makes representations of oneself and the current time available.

The structured thought is what is primarily expressed and transferred to the hearer. The

structured proposition is transformed by the hearer into another structured proposition,

where the speaker time and individual are represented from the hearer’s perspective.

In the final step, the hearer goes on to a centered-worlds proposition, derived from the
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transform, and centered on himself at the time of hearing or reading. At least, this is the

interpretation of Gibbard that I managed to extract from the text.

The model makes use of what was supposed not to be available in the centered con-

tents theory. The problems of de se beliefs that were supposed to be solved by appeal to

centered-worlds propositions therefore recur in pretty much their original form. Weber’s

version of the recentering idea treats the theory of centered contents more consistently.

5.2. Weber

Weber characterizes what he calls “The FedEx Model” of communication by the following

two principles (2013, p. 208):

The mind-to-speech principle: the content of the utterance is identical to the con-

tent of a belief the speaker expresses.

The speech-to-mind Principle: the content of the utterance is identical to the con-

tent of a belief the hearer acquires.

Because of the communication problem, both principles cannot be accepted together

with centered contents (and the assumption that beliefs can be expressed; cf. 2013,

p. 209), and Weber prefers to reject the second.

A crucial ingredient in the model is the hearer’s belief about his relation to the speaker.

Whatever else the hearer may believe, if there is communication at all with a particular

pair of speaker and hearer, the hearer can always locate the speaker by means of the

relation R (2013, p. 209):

(R) h and s stand in R just in case s produced the utterance token that h is perceiving.

With this relation defined, Weber’s model is presented as follows (2013, p. 212):

The recentering model

1. The hearer perceives an utterance “u” [Perceiving]

2. The hearer believes that the expressed content of “u” is true of the speaker.

[Centering]

3. The hearer believes that she is R-related to the speaker. [Locating]

4. The hearer infers information about herself from 2. and 3. [Recentering]

To complete the picture, Weber characterizes centering and recentering as follows (2013,

p. 213):

Centering

1. Understanding premise: “u” is true of the set ofΦ−individuals.
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2. Trusting premise: “u” is true of the speaker.

3. Centering conclusion: The speaker is aΦ−individual.

Recentering

1. Centering premise: The speaker is aΦ−individual.

2. Locating premise: I am R−related to the speaker.

3. Recentering conclusion: I am R−related to aΦ−individual.

The locution “is true of the set of Φ−individuals” must here be understood in the sense

that the utterance is true of all and only Φ−individuals, rather than as true of the set.

Weber provides two examples, the first of which runs as follows:24

(38) Weber’s Example 1 (2013, pp. 213-4)

1. B perceives the utterance “You have Groat’s disease” (being produced at the

speaker’s spatio-temporal location) [Perceiving]

2. B understands “You have Groat’s disease”: “u” is true of exactly those indi-

viduals whose addressee has Groat’s disease. [Understanding]

3. B believes that “You have Groat’s disease” is true of the speaker. [Trusting]

4. B believes that the addressee of the speaker has Groat’s disease. [Centering]

5. B believes that she is the addressee of the speaker. [Locating]

6. B infers information about herself from 4. and 5.: she has Groat’s disease.

[Recentering]

Here steps (2)–(4) comprise the Centering stage, while steps (4)–(6) comprise the Recen-

tering stage.

At a first glance, the example makes perfect sense: this is exactly how a hearer might

arrive at a belief about herself from an utterance by a speaker. However, this presupposes

that she believes the speaker. So the Trusting step, (3), is essential. This cannot be in

general required, however, or we could not make sense of exchanges like the following:

(39) A: You have Groat’s disease.

B: I don’t believe that. / That’s not true.

In communication we typically first understand what the content of a speaker’s utterance

is, and then assess it as true or false with respect to the actual evaluation point (cf. Section

2). This is not just subscribing the so-called “FedEx” model which Weber rejects, for it

does not presuppose that the content the hearer assess is the same as what the speaker

24I have abridged it by not repeating Centering, and by changing formulations, omitting superfluous men-
tion of sets.
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thinks or expresses. It only presupposes that the hearer grasps the relevant content in

advance of taking a stand to its truth value. This is also what is required to make sense of

a dialogue like (39).

However, on a centered contents model, there is no centered content that both con-

cerns the subject from a de se perspective and is only entertained, not believed. This is

so, since on Lewis’s model, it is only insofar as a centered content is self-ascribed by a

subject that a property is predicated of the subject at all. The predication of the property

is not part of the content; it enters only in the self-ascription step, which is the centered-

content counterpart to ordinary belief. Without going non-centered, and adding a repre-

sentation of the subject in the content itself, the subject cannot grasp without belief what

is predicated of her. This shortcoming does not matter as long as we are only concerned

with belief itself, as Lewis was, but in communication we come across contents that we

may believe or not.25

To see how this plays out on Weber’s account, we have to see how far the hearer gets

without relying on the Trusting step. Since the Centering step depends on the Trusting

step, without the latter, the former is not available either. Below I shall add an Extended

Understanding step, to get rid of the meta-linguistic representation:

(40) Weber’s Example 1 without Trusting

1. B perceives the utterance by A of “You have Groat’s disease” (being produced

at the speaker’s spatio-temporal location) [Perceiving]

2. B understands “You have Groat’s disease”: “u” is true of exactly those indi-

viduals whose addressee has Groat’s disease. [Understanding]

3. B understands “You have Groat’s disease”: B understands that A self-ascribes

the property of having an addressee with Groat’s disease. [Extended Under-

standing]

4. B believes that she is the addressee of A, i.e. self-ascribes the property of

being the addressee of A. [Locating]

5. B self-ascribes the property of being the addressee of a speaker who self-

ascribes the property of having an addressee with Groat’s disease. (From (3)

and (4)).

In order to arrive at the content that she, B, has Groat’s disease, B needs to two things:

Firstly, he needs to identify being the addressee of A with being an individual to whom A

(de re) ascribes a property. This is a non-trivial step, since A only self-ascribes the prop-

25A belief with a complex content, e.g. disjunctive, may have components that are not themselves be-
lieved, e.g. each disjunct separately, but in communication even an unembedded content may need to be
grasped without belief, or any other attitude mode, attached to it.
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erty of having a (unique) addressee with Groat’s disease. If this step is allowed, B can

advance as follows:

(40) 6. B self-ascribes the property of being ascribed the property of having Groat’s

disease.

Exactly what would license this step separately is not obvious. Lewis’s definition of what

it is to ascribe a property to individual may be of help:

A subject ascribes property X to individual Y under description Z if and only if (1)

the subject bears the relation Z uniquely to Y , and (2) the subject self-ascribes the

property of bearing relation Z uniquely to something which has property X (1979,

p. 539).

Applying this definition within her self-ascription 5., B may infer that, because of being

the addressee of A, she also has the property of being ascribed having Groat’s disease, i.e.

6..

Secondly, B needs to advance from the content of having been ascribed Groat’s disease

to the content of having Groat’s disease. This second step cannot be taken without some

kind of “disquotation”, i.e. being ascribedΦ to havingΦ. The Trusting step provides such

a disquotation. The problem is that the Trusting step does not only take us from a content

to another content: it takes us from a believed content to another believed content. And

that is not what we want.

This comes out clearly if we let B self-ascribe an instance of a kind of disquotation

principle:

(41) B self-ascribes the property of: having Groat’s disease if she is correctly ascribed

having Groat’s disease.

In order to isolate the content that he, B, has Groat’s disease, B must detach by modus

ponens, but this again means accepting the premise that the ascription is correct.

Clearly, nothing can give us what we want, since it is an inherent limitation of the cen-

tered content framework that (unembedded) contents cannot be self-predicated without

being self-ascribed, i.e. believed. Thus, only in the world of the hyper-gullible, who ac-

cept a content even before knowing what it is, can centered contents with Weber’s recen-

tering offer a model of communication.26

26Weber suggests 2013, 212, n that the account could make do with something weaker than Trusting, such
as “the speaker wants me to believe that she has made a true utterance”. Clearly, the hearer can easily accept
this, i.e. believe that the speaker wants her to believe that she has Groat’s disease, without coming any closer
to entertaining the content that she has Groat’s disease.
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For all this, it is in fact possible to account in a very indirect way, within the centered

contents framework, and via the disquotation conditional (41), for the dialogue

(39) A: You have Groat’s disease.

B: I don’t believe that. / That’s not true.

For, if B self-ascribes the property of not having Groat’s disease, then by a property ver-

sion of modus tollens, B can make an inference from (41), and self-ascribe the property

of not having been correctly ascribed having Groat’s disease. The inference would have

the following format:

(42) i) {〈x, w〉 : F x → Gx}

ii) {〈x, w〉 : ¬Gx}

iii) Hence, {〈x, w〉 : ¬F x}

If the premises are self-ascribed, then the conclusion may be self-ascribed as well, pro-

vided other self-ascriptions are held constant. This is not exactly modus tollens as we

know it, but it is certainly a valid inference in the sense that if any centered world 〈x, w〉
compatible with what B believes is such that F x → Gx is true in w , and the same holds

for ¬Gx, then it also holds for ¬F x. Thus, together with the self-ascription 6., that B

has been ascribed the property of having Groat’s disease, she has what is needed for the

second response in (39B): “That’s not true”.

Arriving at the basis for the other response, “I don’t believe that”, is yet more compli-

cated. B must start from self-ascribing the property of not self-ascribing the property of

having Groat’s disease. Then B must self-ascribe the following property: if being ascribed

the property of having Groat’s disease, then (if not self-ascribing having Groat’s disease,

then not believing the ascription). Two applications of modus ponens yield the basis for

the response.

Note that in both these responses, the hearer must already possess these self-ascrip-

tions (of not having Groat’s disease, and of not self-ascribing having Groat’s disease, re-

spectively), as well as the disquotation conditional (41), not form them as a result of

considering the mere content, and also appropriately activate them in order to use them

as premises in reasoning. It is unclear how that is done.

Note further that this way of accommodating the (39) dialogue presupposes that we

do accept part of what Weber suggests, viz. that interpretation by the hearer is meta-

linguistic and meta-doxastic; the hearer does not get the content from the speaker, but

makes an ascription from a neutral point of view, of what the speaker self-ascribes. After

that, a number of meta-doxastic inference steps must be performed in order in order to
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arrive at the self-ascriptions that are the basis for the responses in (39B).

Not only is it very implausible that interpretation ever works like this, but since hear-

ers who do not e.g. have the concept of self-ascription are able to perform feats as that

in (39B) (at least the second), it must at least very often work in some other, simpler, way.

To put it cautiously, the framework of centered-worlds contents does not appear to be

able to account for this.

6. A mini-sketch of positive views

I shall here briefly sketch my own positive view. It is a Fregean theory, in line with the

opening quote from Frege.27

I implement this view in an extended possible-worlds semantics, which adds dox-

astically possible worlds—henceforth D-worlds—to the metaphysically possible worlds.

That is, there are doxastically possible worlds that are not metaphysically possible—not

M-worlds—e.g. a world where Heimson, as first-person presented to himself, is identical

to Hume.

The crucial feature of the theory is that D-worlds are not all equally accessible. D-

worlds where Lingens, as presented to himself, is anyone else than Lingens, are accessi-

ble only to Lingens. Analogously for Lauben. Metaphysically possible worlds are doxas-

tically accessible to all subjects.

Lingens’s self-presentation is then treated as an intension over the D-worlds acces-

sible to Lingens, i.e. a function L such that L(w) is an individual in w . In any M-world

w , L(w) = Lingens, but as it is possible for Lingens to believe that he, as presented to

himself, is someone else, in some impossible D-worlds accessible to Lingens, the value

of L is someone other than Lingens.

The content of Lingens’s first-person thought that he is Lingens is then a subset of

the set of D-worlds accessible to Lingens, true at the M-worlds but false at some non-M-

worlds. The content of Lauben’s first-person thought that he is Lingens, is a subset of the

set of D-worlds accessible to Lauben, false at the M-worlds but true at some others.

This Fregean view straightforwardly accounts for the possibility of de se thoughts.

Self-locating thoughts, or de se thoughts, are distinguished by having special contents.

Lingens’s first-person thought that he is Lingens has a different content from his thought

that Lingens is Lingens, and also from Lauben’s first-person that that he is Lingens.

Lingens’s first-person thought that he is Lingens is not available for Lauben to en-

tertain. Similarly, my first-person thought that I am hungry is not available for you to

think. The present view is therefore a variety of the limited access view that was rejected

27My views here are similar to those of Jason Stanley (Stanley 2011, Chapt. 3).
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by Perry. The question that naturally arises is whether this view isn’t equally damaging to

the possibility of communication as the proposals I have discussed above.

On my theory of communicative success, the answer is no. To present the view briefly

by means of an example, suppose that John utters ‘Ft’ to Mary. The unstructured mean-

ing of ‘Ft’, as uttered by John, is �Ft�J . This is also the content of John’s thought that Ft.

The structured meaning of ‘Ft’ as uttered by John is

〈�F �J ,�t�J 〉.

This is also the pair of corresponding conceptual elements in John’s thought.

The corresponding structured content that results in Mary’s mind is

〈�F �M ,�t�M 〉.

The idea is that communication succeeds iff �F �J ≈ �F �M and �t�J ≈ �t�M . That is, the

meanings associated by John and Mary with the predicate F must be approximately the

same, but need not be identical, and similarly for the singular term.

The similarity relation is transitive. On the present account, similarity amounts to

identity within an antecedently fixed restricted subset of possible worlds. Call it the set

of normal worlds.28 Exactly how the set of normal worlds is fixed is a further question

that would lead too far to discuss in the present context (cf. Pagin 2006). For present

purposes, it suffices to say that only M-worlds, metaphysically possible worlds, are nor-

mal.

Thus, if John says to Mary

(43) I am hungry.

then communication succeeds just in case John’s conception of himself and Mary’s con-

ception of John pick out the same individual (i.e. John) in all normal worlds, and John’s

conception of hunger has the same extension as Mary’s in all normal worlds (and John

and Mary combine these conceptions in the appropriate manner). Their respective thought

content will indeed be different, but they will be similar enough.

I also claim that the same success conditions apply to the particular case of false

identity statements like

(44) I am Hume

as said by Heimson (Lewis 1979, pp. 524-6). As an unstructured possible-worlds propo-

28For a complete account, we should also restrict space-time to a relevant portion.
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sition, it is the empty set within the domain of M-worlds, but the structured counterpart

gives the hearer information about how it comes that the corresponding set is precisely

the empty set. The hearer will not grasp how Heimson thinks of himself, but this is not

needed. However, a fuller understanding of what it is for Heimson to have such a belief

requires more than grasp of the structured proposition. An account of this understand-

ing requires an account of the nature of the corresponding belief reports.

The reason this idea of communication is not just ad hoc is that it is needed for a

reasonable account of communicative success independently of considerations of de se

contents. To exemplify with general terms, it is well known that speakers differ in judg-

ments of categorization (cf. for instance Hampton, Estes, and Simmons 2007).29 The

general idea is that conceptual differences do not matter to communicative success if

they are irrelevant to the topic. John and Mary might have slightly different conceptions

of a tree, and thus would differ in categorizing some possible entities, but that difference

does not matter to the success of John’s reporting

(45) Bill has two trees in his garden.

John’s and Mary’s conceptions of trees may differ, but they are guaranteed to agree on

such mundane examples as can be found in people’s gardens.

When it comes to singular terms, there is a discussion since Evans (1982, Chapt. 9)

on the question whether sameness of sense (attached to the term by speaker and hearer)

is necessary for communicative success, something that Evans, among others, denied.

All in all, the idea that sameness of content between speaker and hearer is too strong

a necessary condition for communicative success is not new, and is well motivated by

considerations outside de se communication. Appealing to it is not ad hoc.30
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