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1. Introduction1 

 Suppose you’re signed up for a possibility-carving picture of content. You’re 

contentedly going along modeling propositional attitudes using sets of possible worlds, 

and associating declarative sentences in context with sets of worlds as their semantic 

contents. Then one day you’re convinced, by some of the standard sorts of arguments,2 

that you should sign up for a de se philosophy of mind, and take the space of possibilities 

that our contentful mental states distinguish between to be a space of (for example) 

centered worlds rather than a space of worlds simpliciter. And you start modeling states 

of belief, desire, etc. with sets of centered worlds. What consequences, if any, does this 

revision in your philosophy of mind have for your philosophy of language?  

 That’s the question I’ll take up in this paper. I’ll propose a (partial) answer: More 

or less immediately, on the basis of pretty minimal assumptions, you’ll wind up 

committed to a great deal of commerce in de se content in the parts of your philosophy of 

language concerned with pragmatics. (More specifically, your characterization of 

conversational common ground is going to need to be in de se terms, and you will be 

committed to predictable, systematic de se communicative effects as pragmatic 

byproducts of uses of ordinary context-sensitive sentences.) I think the mechanisms by 

which these commitments arise are interesting, and worth getting clearly in view, and 

                                                
1 This paper has been in the works for a long time, and too many people have listened to, 
commented on, and asked helpful questions about versions of it and its various ancestor papers 
for me to acknowledge all of them here. But thanks to all of you! Extra-special thanks are due to 
Sam Carter, John Hawthorne, Nico Kirk-Giannini, Dilip Ninan, Ted Shear, Timothy Sundell, and 
the participants in the philosophy of mind reading group at the Australian National University and 
the 2019 Ranch Metaphysics Workshop for extremely helpful feedback on late-stage drafts. The 
research leading to this paper was supported by a visiting fellowship at the Research School of 
Social Sciences at the Australian National University in the summer of 2017. 
2 I have in mind the sort of arguments found in e.g. (Lewis (1979)), to the effect that there are a 
number of important cognitive similarities and differences between subjects, and between stages 
of a single subject, that resist characterization in terms of states of believing that P for possible 
worlds propositions P, but which can be captured in a taxonomy of states of believing that P for 
centered-worlds propositions P (or believing F for properties F). For example, the difference 
between the ignorant gods in Lewis’s two gods case, and their fully omniscient counterparts; the 
difference between the stages of John Perry in the supermarket before he figures out that he’s the 
messy shopper and those after; the doxastic similarity between Hume and Heimson, etc. 
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doing that will be my main goal in this paper. Mostly, what I’m interested in doing here 

is exploring the nature of the pragmatic commitments that we incur by accepting a de se 

philosophy of mind - what they are, and where and how they arise. 

 In addition, though, these commitments about de se content in pragmatics have at 

least three interesting consequences: First, they show that a policy of going in for 

attributions of de se content in one’s philosophy of mind, and then trying to quarantine it 

there, while retaining a philosophy of language that deals only in, for example, possible-

worlds contents, is not viable. Second, they cut off what at first might have looked like an 

attractive strategy for pursuing a more ambitious de se-ist agenda, arguing for de se 

semantic content on the basis of de se communicative effects systematically associated 

with sentences containing indexicals. This is because, given the way that perfectly 

orthodox contextualist semantic theories will predict that sentences like “I am a 

philosopher”, “your pants are on fire”, and “we are in New Jersey” have de se 

communicative effects as predictable and systematic pragmatic byproducts, there’s not 

going to be any need to wheel in a fancy de se-ist semantics in order to account for them.3 

Third, they cut off one possible line of objection to de se semantics - the one that argues 

against associating sentences in context with de se semantic contents on the grounds that 

if we did, we’d have to complicate our theories of assertion and communication, our 

representations of conversational common ground, etc. in order to allow them to play 

nicely with de se contents, and that’s a cost worth working hard to avoid.4 But once we’ve 

signed on for a de se philosophy of mind, that’s something we’ll need to do anyway, 

whether our semantic theories wind up trading in de se contents or not. 

 

2. Background and contentious stipulations, terminological and otherwise 

                                                
3 Two points: First, there are lots of different views falling into the category of “fancy de se-ist 
semantics”. I’m going to try to stay, as much as possible, at a level of abstraction where we won’t 
have to worry about the differences between them. But see the next section for some discussion. 
Second, I do still think that we should, at the end of the day, go in for a semantic theory that 
assigns de se content to certain sentences in context. But I don’t think that arguments for that are 
going to be straightforward. 
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 I’m going to assume a possibility-carving framework for theorizing about 

mental and linguistic content, and look at an internal question within the 

possibility-carving camp about how the resolution of a “what kinds of 

possibilities are we distinguishing between?” debate in the philosophy of mind 

impacts a parallel debate in the philosophy of language. So I won’t be engaging 

with any of the arguments for or against possibility-carving frameworks 

generally.5 

 I’m also not going to take up the case for de se content in the philosophy 

of mind. For purposes of this paper, I’m just going to take that for granted, and 

focus on a downstream question about what happens to our philosophy of 

language, once we’ve signed on for de se content in philosophy of mind. In 

particular, I’m going to assume that the standard sorts of arguments for de se 

mental content, based on cognitive similarities and differences, and types of 

ignorance, that aren’t happily characterized in terms of propositional attitudes 

whose objects are possible-worlds propositions, wind up winning the day. This is, 

obviously, extremely contentious, and so the conclusions here are obviously all 

going to be conditional.6 

 Next, some stipulations about terminology. 

 I’ll talk about possible-worlds propositions (sometimes PWPs), and 

centered-worlds propositions (sometimes CWPs). By this I’ll just mean sets, of 

possible worlds on the one hand and centered worlds on the other.  

 I’ll think and talk about centered worlds as <world, time, individual> 

triples. I’ll do this not because of any terribly deep commitments about how 

exactly to do the centering, but out of convenience.7 

 I’ll move back and forth between talking about centered worlds 

propositions and talking about properties, as seems most presentationally helpful. 

                                                
5 See e.g. Lewis (1970, 1986), Stalnaker (1976, 1984, Chapter 5), Jackson (1998), for the case for, 
and for example Magidor (2015), Soames (1987, 2010), Field  (1978) King (2007), for the case 
against. 
6 See for example Lewis (1979), Egan (2000, 2006, 2007) Feit (2008), Ninan (2009, 2010, 2016) 
in favor, and Milikan (1990), Stanley (2011, chapter 3), Cappelen & Dever (2013), Magidor 
(2015) opposed. 
7 There are complications here. See Liao (2012). 
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This is (as Lewis (1979) points out) unproblematic because for each centered-

worlds proposition there’s a corresponding (abundant) property, and v.v. (For a 

given property F, there’s the set of <w,t,i> such that i is F at t in w. For a given 

centered worlds proposition P, there’s the (often highly unnatural, non-joint-

carving) property that i has at t in w iff <w,t,i> is a member of P.) 

 I’ll say that a centered-worlds proposition is boring iff, for each world w, 

it contains either all or none of the <w,t,i> triples with w as world component. 

The idea is that boring CWPs divide a space of centered worlds – which serve to 

represent possible situations, or predicaments, within worlds – but they cut only 

along world boundaries, and so they never divide worldmates. 

 I’ll say that a CWP is interesting iff it’s not boring. Interesting CWPs are, 

intuitively, the ones that draw lines through logical space that don’t follow world 

boundaries - they sometimes divide worldmates. And so they’re the ones where 

the fact that they’re centered-worlds propositions is doing substantive work, by 

allowing them to mark some distinctions that we couldn’t mark equally well with 

a possible-worlds proposition. The corresponding distinction between properties 

is usefully thought of as the distinction between the world-occupancy properties 

(properties of inhabiting a world of a certain type) that correspond to boring 

CWPs (and also to PWPs), and the more interesting properties, not always shared 

by worldmates, that correspond to interesting CWPs. 

 The disputes about de se content aren’t best thought of as disputes about 

whether the objects of belief, etc. are (best modeled by) sets of worlds or sets of 

centered worlds. That’s because of a fact familiar from Lewis (1979): that for 

every PWP, there’s a corresponding boring CWP, and v.v.. A view according to 

which contents in some domain are CWPs, but always boring ones, wouldn’t be 

interestingly different from one according to which contents are PWPs. That’s a 

view that makes, in a clear sense, the same distinctions between possibilities as a 

PWP-content view. Both only countenance cuts along boundaries between 

worlds.8 

                                                
8 This “everything you can do” claim from Lewis is contentious. See Nolan (2006) for objections, 
and Turner (2010) for defense.  



Page 5 of 28	

 Accordingly, the distinction I’ll take to be important is the one between de 

se content and de dicto content, defined (almost following Moss (2012))9 as 

follows: 

 

De se proposition: A proposition that sometimes cuts between worldmates. 

(So, in the taxonomy so far, an interesting CWP.) 

 

De dicto proposition: A proposition that only cuts at world boundaries.  

(So, either a PWP or a boring CWP.) 

 

 So (again almost following Moss): The interesting questions in the 

neighborhood are not about whether we go for CWPs or PWPs in some domain, 

but about whether we allow for de se content in that domain.10 

 Now for the trickiest bit of this ground-clearing section. I’m going to talk 

a lot about semantic and pragmatic content, and about the appearance of de se 

content in the semantic and/or pragmatic parts of the philosophy of language. I’m 

going to try to do that without incurring substantive commitments on two 

important and difficult questions: First, the nature and location of the 

semantics/pragmatics distinction, and second, the relation between compositional 

semantic value on the one hand, and semantic content on the other. I plan to get 

away with this by stipulating what my argumentative ambitions are in a way that 

                                                
9 Moss uses “de se proposition” and “de dicto proposition” to talk about two different kinds of 
CWPs - I deviate from her usage by letting PWPs count as de dicto propositions. 
10 Complication: There are other ways of modeling linguistic content, besides using 
centered worlds propositions, that ought to be counted as de se. For example, we might 
have a theory trading in group-centered rather than individual-centered contents (as in 
Stephenson (2007)) or one that trades in (interesting) multi-centered propositions (as in 
Ninan (2010), Torre (2010), Kindermann (2016)). The taxonomy above, which only talks 
about the standard Lewisian sort of CWP, doesn’t quite cover the territory properly. 
Officially, I’ll want a taxonomy that puts possible-worlds propositions, boring centered-
worlds propositions, and boring group- or multi- centered propositions on one side, and 
interesting centered-worlds propositions and interesting group- or multi- centered 
propositions on the other. I’ll go on for the most part writing as if the only options were 
possible-worlds propositions and standard Lewisian centered-worlds propositions, 
though, since otherwise the presentation gets a bit hairy. 
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avoids leaving the arguments and conclusions hostage to the resolution of these 

vexed questions. 

 The semantics/pragmatics distinction first: The questions about de se 

pragmatic content that I’ll be engaging with here are, first, about whether we need 

a model of conversational common ground that trades in de se content (spoiler: 

yes), and second, about the introduction of de se presuppositions by way of 

mechanisms that, on almost any way of drawing the distinction, will count as 

pragmatic. (Spoiler: by accommodation.) If I can show that, once we’re working 

in a de se philosophy of mind, we need a de se model of common ground, and that 

among the presuppositions introduced by uncontroversially (or minimally 

controversially) pragmatic mechanisms, some will have to be de se, that should be 

enough, given most plausible accounts of exactly where the semantics/pragmatics 

distinction lies, to show that the pragmatic parts of our philosophy of language 

will need to trade in de se content.  

 The kind of question about de se semantic content that I’ll be concerned 

with is this: Do we need a semantics that determines, for certain sentences in 

context, a de se semantic content? 

I’m being cagey with “determines a de se semantic content” (rather than, 

for example, “assigns a de se content as compositional semantic value”) in an 

attempt to avoid having to engage with disputes about the relation between the 

semantic values assigned to a sentence in context by a formal semantic theory, 

and the semantic content - understood as e.g. a potential object of assertion - of a 

sentence in context. (See e.g. Ninan (2010, 2012), Rabern (2012, forthcoming), 

Stanley (1997, 2002), Yalcin (2007), for compelling arguments that this is a 

distinction it’s important not to elide.)  

One lesson of recent work in this area is that we should think of getting 

from sentences (in context) to semantically-determined assertoric content as a 

two-stage process: First, your semantics gives you a semantic value, and next, you 

have a component of your theory that tells you how to map from compositional 

semantic values to semantically determined assertoric contents. (In the simple 

case, the mapping is by identity. In more complicated cases, it’s more 
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complicated.) So the question I’m concerned with under the heading of “de se 

semantics” is: Do we need the output of that two-stage process to be something de 

se?11    

I’ll largely write in a way that assumes we’re in the simple case, where the 

relation between compositional semantic value and compositionally determined 

content is identity. But officially, the questions that will be in my crosshairs when 

I’m talking about “de se semantics” aren’t going to be (directly) questions about 

the compositional semantic values associated with sentences, but questions about 

the output of the two-stage process that first associates sentences with 

compositional semantic values, and then maps those semantic values into 

compositionally determined assertoric contents.  

So in particular, I’ll be arguing that the presence of systematic de se 

communicative effects associated with sentences does not provide a good 

motivation for going for a de se semantics, since a straightforward pragmatic 

explanation of those communicative effects falls out of a perfectly orthodox, non-

de se semantics with context-dependence. What this amounts to is an argument 

that we don’t need a {formal semantic theory, mapping scheme} pair that maps 

those sentences (in context) to de se assertoric contents. I’ll mostly talk about this 

in terms of constraints on formal semantic theories, but officially it’s an argument 

against a certain constraint on {formal semantic theory, mapping scheme} pairs. 

 

3. Systematic de se pragmatic communicative effects as a byproduct of contextualist 

semantics 

 

3.1 The need for de se presupposition and de se context sets 

 Consider a philosopher who has just committed themselves to de se content in the 

philosophy of mind. Now consider the background beliefs that need to be in place among 

participants in a conversation in order to support the paradigmatic sort of successful 

                                                
11 Here too the parenthetical above about constructions other than standard Lewisian 
CWPs that ought to count as de se is relevant. 
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communication using context-sensitive vocabulary, and how such a philosopher will need 

to characterize those beliefs.  

 The paradigmatic sort of successful communication using context-sensitive 

vocabulary goes like this: I want to communicate some proposition P to you. I know 

enough about our context – call it c – to know which propositions the context-sensitive 

sentences of our common language will express, and so I choose a sentence S to utter 

such that S expresses P in c. You know enough about our context to know that by uttering 

S I’ve expressed P. I thereby manage to communicate to you the proposition – P – that I 

had in mind. 

 For example, to put an example from Barker (2002) to an alternative use (and 

foreshadow a bit where we’ll be going later): I want to tell you that Feynman is at least 

6’1” tall. I know that, in our context, “tall” will express the property of being at least 6’1” 

tall. So I say, “Feynman is tall”. You know enough about the context to know that, in our 

context, “tall” expresses the property of being at least 6’1” tall. And so you correctly 

interpret me as having expressed, with my utterance of “Feynman is tall”, the proposition 

that Feynman is at least 6’1” tall. Successful communication has been achieved, on the 

basis of shared knowledge about the features of context relevant to the resolution of the 

context-dependence of “tall”.  

 This paradigmatic kind of successful communication with context-

sensitive vocabulary, in which the speaker chooses a sentence that expresses, in 

her context, the proposition she intends to communicate, and her interlocutor 

correctly works out and takes on board the proposition expressed by that sentence 

in that context, depends on the speaker and audience sharing the right kinds of 

background beliefs about the context. I need to know what my context-sensitive 

vocabulary is going to express in order to choose words that mean (in context) 

what I want to say. You need to know what my context-sensitive vocabulary is 

going to express in order to properly interpret my utterances.12 

                                                
12 In this section I’m saying, and will continue to say, “paradigmatic” a lot. This is, as you have 
probably already worked out, a hedge. It’s a hedge because this is, famously, not the only 
possible kind of successful communication with context-sensitive vocabulary. There’s also the 
kind where the primary communicative purpose is to communicate something about the features 
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 Some more examples for concreteness:  

 In order for us to achieve paradigmatically successful communication with our 

uses of “here”, we need to be on the same page about where we are.  When I say, “there 

are lots of excellent and inexpensive restaurants here”, our communication is likely to go 

awry if I think that we’re in Sydney and you think that we’re in Oslo.  

 In order to achieve paradigmatically successful communication with our uses of 

“fast”, we need to be on the same page about the contextually relevant standards of 

height. When I say “Brett is fast”, our communication is likely to go awry if I think we’re 

talking about philosophy professors and you think we’re talking about Olympic sprinters.  

 In order to achieve paradigmatically successful communication with our uses of 

“ready”, we need to be on the same page about the kind of activity that’s under 

discussion. When you say, “it’s time to get ready”, our communication is likely to go 

awry if you think that the relevant activity is presenting a philosophy paper and I think 

it’s skiing.   

 And so on. Quite generally, paradigmatic successful communication using 

context-sensitive vocabulary depends on a background of shared beliefs about the 

features of the conversation relevant to resolving context-dependence. These will all be 

beliefs to the effect that the conversation has feature F, where F is the feature that fixes 

the resolution of the relevant sort of context-dependence.13 

 These shared beliefs that are prerequisites for (this paradigmatic sort of) 

communication using context-sensitive vocabulary have two features that are 

important for our purposes: 

(1) They need to have the status of presuppositions. 

                                                
of context relevant to the resolution of the context dependence. (To communicate something, for 
example, about the local standards for application of “tall”, rather than something about 
Feynman’s height.) Instead of “paradigmatic”, I could have called this “horizontal proposition 
based” communication. This would have been potentially useful, because coming up in a moment 
we’ll have some examples of a phenomenon that would be usefully contrasted with this under the 
label, “diagonal-based communication”. But I’m avoiding putting things this way, because I want 
to tie the presentation to the underlying phenomena, and not any particular (and potentially 
contentious) way of representing or theorizing about them. 
13 This isn’t quite right, and I’ll take it back and fix it later (see section 3.3). But with respect to 
these particular examples and for our particular purposes at the moment, it’s plausible enough 
that it’s near enough to right, and the respects in which it’s not right in general won’t do any 
harm. 
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(2) They need to be de se.  

Let’s take these in turn. 

 Here is why they need to have the status of presupposition: In order for you to 

interpret my uses of context-sensitive vocabulary correctly, you need to have the right 

beliefs about the features of the conversational situation that resolve the context-

sensitivity of the vocabulary I’m using. (Call these “context-sensitivity-resolving” or 

“CS-resolving” features of the conversational situation). In order for me to rely on you to 

interpret my uses of context-sensitive vocabulary correctly, I need to believe that you 

have the right beliefs about the CS-resolving features of the conversational situation. In 

order for you to rely on me to rely on you to interpret my uses of context-sensitive 

vocabulary correctly, you need to believe that I believe that you have the right beliefs 

about the CS-resolving features of the conversational situation. And so on.  Successful 

communication doesn’t just depend on knowing which proposition a sentence will 

express in the current context, but also on being able to rely on our interlocutors to know 

this, being able to rely on our interlocutors to rely on us to know it, and so on. We don’t 

just need shared beliefs about the CS-resolving features of the conversational situation – 

we need presuppositions about them.14 

 Here is why these presuppositions need - assuming that we’ve already, on the 

basis of the usual sorts of arguments, signed on for a de se philosophy of mind - to be de 

se: Many of the standard sorts of arguments for de se mental content are based on cases 

where e.g. my believing that Egan is about to be struck on the head by a baseball isn’t 

enough to enable me to figure out that I should duck, or to explain my ducking - I need to 

self-attribute being about to be struck on the head by a baseball. If we’re moved by those 

cases (as I am presupposing that we are), we should be equally moved by precisely 

parallel concerns here. Believing that someone falls under the extension of “tall” as used 

in conversation C iff their maximum degree of height is greater than 6’1”, or that uses of 

“here” in conversation C pick out Sydney, isn’t enough to enable you to correctly 

                                                
14 In the presentation so far, I’m assuming a single-scoreboard picture, on which all context-
sensitivity is resolved by conversation-level features, because it makes presentation easier. More 
on what happens when we drop this assumption in section 3.3. I’m also, for ease of presentation, 
deviating from the canon (and from the truth) by putting things in terms of belief, rather than 
acceptance. 
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interpret your interlocutors’ uses of “tall” and “here”. You need to self-attribute being 

party to a conversation in which someone falls under the extension of “tall” iff their 

maximum degree of height is greater than 6’1”, or being party to a conversation in which 

uses of “here” pick out Sydney.  

 That’s because the beliefs about conversation C won’t guarantee proper 

interpretation if you don’t know that C is the conversation you’re party to. If we’re 

working in a de se philosophy of mind, we need the self-location as party to a 

conversation of a certain type, not just the belief that a particular conversation is of that 

type, in order to explain the use and interpretation of the context-sensitive vocabulary. 

(The beliefs about particular conversations also won’t capture what’s in common to all 

the people who use and interpret context-sensitive vocabulary the same way and to all the 

conversations in which it’s used and interpreted the same way; they won’t capture what’s 

different about those who use and interpret it differently, or what’s different across 

conversations in which it’s used and interpreted differently.) 

 To summarize the upshot of the above: paradigmatic instances of successful 

communication with context-sensitive vocabulary require a rich background of de se 

presupposition.15 

 And so, to the extent that we want our models of context to reflect the 

presuppositions on which successful communication depends, we’ll need a model 

of context that includes a de se common ground. (For example, a Stalnakerian 

context set that’s a set of centered worlds rather than a set of worlds.) 

 To wrap up this section: We’ve arrived at two conclusions so far, falling pretty 

straightforwardly out of a de se philosophy of mind plus the presence of context-

dependence in public language:  

1. Paradigmatic sorts of successful linguistic communication depend on a 

rich background of de se presuppositions. 

                                                
15 Where by “de se presupposition” I mean a de se proposition having the status of a 
presupposition. 
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2. Because of (1), we need a representation of conversational common 

ground that trades in de se content (for example, a context set that’s a set 

of centered worlds, rather than a set of worlds).16 

 

3.2 De se pragmatic communication: these presuppositions can be introduced by 

accommodation 

 Once these de se presuppositions are in view, it’s pretty clear that they can be 

introduced via paradigmatic pragmatic mechanisms such as accommodation. We can see 

this in Chris Barker’s justly famous example from “The Dynamics of Vagueness”, which 

we will now put to something closer to its original use: 

 

Normally, [1] will be used in order to add to the common ground new information 

concerning Feynman’ s height: 

 

[1] Feynman is tall. 

 

But [1] has another mode of use. Imagine that we are at a party. Perhaps Feynman 

stands before us a short distance away, drinking punch and thinking about dancing; in 

any case, the exact degree to which Feynman is tall is common knowledge. You ask 

                                                
16 Complication: This will obviously require that we distinguish carefully between participants’ 
beliefs and conversational presuppositions. Once we’re dealing in de se contents, there will 
typically be a lot of things that conversational participants (correctly) believe, but which clearly 
ought not be presupposed. For example, we can rely on Thony to self-attribute being Thony, and 
to believe the corresponding CWP. Pretty clearly, though, being Thony is not something that 
should be presupposed in the conversation that Thony and I are engaged in. But of course it was 
already important to distinguish carefully between participants’ beliefs and conversational 
presuppositions. Conversational participants’ beliefs always outrun what’s presupposed. (Even 
restricting attention to conversations whose Yalcinian conversational tone is such that what’s 
accepted is to be believed.) All that’s new here is (a) another reason why we might not offer some 
of our beliefs up as objects of presupposition, and (b) a reason why the divergence between 
participant belief and presupposition will persist even at the endpoint of a highly idealized sort of 
full sharing of information. (For ordinary conversations, whose participants have some de se 
beliefs that distinguish them from the other parties to the conversation, the ideal endpoint after 
full sharing of information isn’t a point-sized context set zoomed in on the actual world, but a 
context set containing as many points as there are parties to the conversation, zoomed in on the 
centered worlds representing each of their predicaments.)  
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me what counts as tall in my country. ‘Well,’  I say, ‘ around here, ...’  and I continue 

by uttering [1]. This is not a descriptive use in the usual sense. I have not provided 

any new information about the world, or at least no new information about 

Feynman’s height. In fact, assuming that tall means roughly ‘having a maximal 

degree of height greater than a certain contextually supplied standard’, I haven’t even 

provided you with any new information about the truth conditions of the word ‘tall’. 

All I have done is given you guidance concerning what the prevailing relevant 

standard for tallness happens to be in our community; in particular, that standard must 

be no greater than Feynman’s maximal degree of height. (Barker (2002, 1-2))17 

 

 In light of the discussion in the previous section, we can see that the 

presupposition about the contextually determined meaning of “tall” that’s introduced in 

Barker’s Feynman case has got to be de se. The speaker isn’t just communicating that 

“tall” expresses, in some particular conversation C, a degree of height less than or equal 

to Feynman’s maximum degree of height. He’s communicating that “tall” expresses, in 

this conversation, a degree of height less than or equal to Feynman’s maximum degree of 

height. That is, he’s producing a shared (and believed to be shared, etc.) self-attribution 

of being party to a conversation in which “tall” expresses a degree of height less than or 

equal to Feynman’s maximum degree of height. 

 This phenomenon, of using context-sensitive vocabulary to introduce 

presuppositions about the features of conversational context relevant to the resolution of 

context-dependence, is ubiquitous. We can see the same phenomenon when we look at 

Lewis’s (1979) example of accommodation-driven scoreboard-update prompted by an 

assertion of “France is hexagonal”: 

There’s a property that a conversation needs to have in order to be hospitable to 

true utterances of “France is hexagonal”. It’s a property that constrains both the shape of 

France in the world in which the conversation takes place, and also the standards of 

precision active in the conversation at the time of the utterance.  

                                                
17 I’m still distorting Barker’s actual agenda in his use of this example. Barker goes on to develop 
a semantics that builds in what he calls “sharpening” effects. I’ll be characterizing these effects as 
a predictable pragmatic byproduct of an orthodox contextualist semantics.   
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 Where there’s a property of conversations, there’s a corresponding property of 

conversational participants. For a participant to accept that the speaker spoke truly with 

an utterance of “France is hexagonal”, she must self-locate as party to a conversation 

hospitable to true uses of “France is hexagonal” (i.e. she must self-attribute being party to 

a conversation hospitable to true uses of “France is hexagonal”). And for an utterance of 

“France is hexagonal” to be accommodated in a conversation, that property of 

conversational participants must enter the conversational common ground. (Where F is 

the property a conversation has to have in order to support true uses of “France is 

hexagonal”, all parties to the conversation must self-attribute the property, being party to 

an F conversation, must take the other parties to self-attribute it, etc.) 

 Systematically and ubiquitously, speakers can use a context-sensitive sentence S 

in order to introduce a presupposition that the conversation, and the speaker, have the 

features that they need to have in order for S to express a truth. And all of that ubiquitous 

presupposition introduction is going to be introduction of de se presuppositions – adding 

de se propositions about being party to an F conversation, to the conversational common 

ground. 

 So, if we’ve got de se mental content and context-dependence, we’re 

going to predict a great deal of systematic de se presupposition introduction by 

means of paradigmatic pragmatic mechanisms, which means that at least the 

pragmatic parts of our philosophy of language are going to be deeply embroiled in 

commitments about de se content. 

 Taking stock: We’ve got two kinds of commitments to de se content in the 

pragmatic parts of our philosophy of language falling pretty straightforwardly out of a 

commitment to de se content in the philosophy of mind, plus context-sensitivity in 

language: First, we’ll need to characterize the common ground in de se terms, if the 

common ground is to reflect the full range of objects of propositional attitudes that need 

to have the status of conversational presuppositions in order to support paradigmatic sorts 

of linguistic communication. Second, we’re going to have ubiquitous de se 

communicative effects - in particular, introduction of de se presuppositions by way of a 

standard type of pragmatic mechanism.  
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 So enforcing a strong quarantine that keeps de se content confined just to the 

philosophy of mind, allowing us to retain a strictly de dicto philosophy of language, 

doesn’t seem to be on the table. Once we’re signed up for de se content in our philosophy 

of mind, we’re going to be straightforwardly committed to de se content in at least the 

pragmatic parts of our philosophy of language as well. (That is, the part of the philosophy 

of language concerned, inter alia, with characterizing the conversational common ground 

that underwrites, and is updated by, successful linguistic communication, and 

characterizing the ways in which that common ground is updated by uses of various 

sentences of a language.) 

 It’s worth emphasizing that nothing special was assumed about the nature of the 

context-sensitivity involved. In particular, there was no assumption that any context-

sensitivity ever got resolved onto a de se content for any sentence in context. A totally 

familiar, off-the-shelf kind of context-dependence, trading only in possible-worlds 

propositions as semantic values for declaratives in context, will require systematic de se 

presuppositions to support paradigmatically successful communication, and will give rise 

to systematic de se communicative effects as predictable pragmatic byproducts. 

 This makes clear why one initially attractive sort of argument for de se semantic 

content turns out not to be terribly promising: We can’t easily argue for a de se semantics 

on the basis of the fact that a sentence can be (in an appropriately systematic way) used to 

introduce de se presuppositions, since we’ve seen that we can explain that sort of effect 

as a pragmatic byproduct of a completely standard sort of contextualist semantics. (More 

on this, and some examples, in the next section.) 

 It also makes clear why we can’t very well object to a de se semantics on the 

grounds that if we did, we’d need to countenance de se communicative effects, de se 

common ground, etc., and that would be terrible. Once we’ve gone for a de se philosophy 

of mind, and allowed for context-dependence in language, we’ll need to countenance all 

of that stuff anyway. Eschewing de se content in our semantics isn’t going to get us off 

the hook. 

 

 

3.3 Complication: de se communicative effects that aren’t presupposition introduction 
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 Above, I made the case that commitment to a de se philosophy of mind, plus 

context-sensitivity in language, gives rise to systematic de se communicative effects in 

conversational pragmatics – in particular, to the introduction of de se presuppositions by 

accommodation. In this section and the next, I’ll extend this result in two ways. In this 

section, we’ll discuss different kinds of de se communicative effects, other than 

presupposition introduction, that arise from the combination of a conventional sort of 

context-sensitive semantics and a de se philosophy of mind. In the next section, we’ll 

look at de se communicative effects that aren’t grounded in context-sensitivity in 

language. 

 The discussion in this section is important, I think, to getting clear on the way in 

which commitment to de se content in the philosophy of mind percolates into one’s 

philosophy of language. It will also be important in showing how, once the predictable 

commitments to de se communicative effects in the pragmatic parts of our philosophy of 

language fall out of a commitment to de se content in the philosophy of mind are clearly 

on the table, some initially attractive arguments for going for a semantic theory that 

trades in de se content no longer look so compelling. 

 It’s a familiar fact (from, e.g., Kaplan (1989), Lewis (1980), and Stalnaker 

(1978)) that a context-sensitive semantics is going to generate, for a sentence S, a set of 

contexts in which S expresses some truth or other. Call the property of occupying one of 

those contexts the production property for S. (Because it’s the property that one needs to 

have in order to be in a position to produce S while abiding by a norm of truthfulness.) 

This is a property that (typically) constrains both non-linguistic features of the world and 

also context-dependence-resolution-relevant properties of the speaker’s context. 

Accepting that a speaker speaks truly requires accepting that the speaker has this 

production property. 

 The cases that we looked at in the previous sections all had a distinctive feature: 

the production properties associated with the sentences we were considering were all 

what we might call conversation-occupancy properties. They were all properties of being 

party to a particular sort of conversation, a conversation with a particular context-

sensitivity-resolving feature. As such, they were all properties that will be shared by all 

parties to a conversation - if one party to the conversation has it, all the rest will too. And 



Page 17 of 28	

so, they were all cases in which the production properties for the sentences under 

discussion were the same as (or at least, necessarily coextensive with) what we might call 

their reception properties - the properties that conversational participants need to have in 

order to be on the receiving end of a true utterance of the sentence.18 (For example: to 

speak truly with “France is hexagonal”, one must be party to a conversation with a 

standard of precision according to which France counts as hexagonal. To be on the 

receiving end of a true utterance of “France is hexagonal”, one must also be party to a 

conversation with a standard of precision according to which France counts as 

hexagonal.) That distinctive feature – that the sentences’ production and reception 

properties are the same, since the production properties are conversation-occupancy 

properties – is the reason why they all served to straightforwardly introduce de se 

presuppositions. But not all context-sensitive sentences share this feature, and the ones 

that don’t will have different sorts of predictable de se communicative effects.  

 Here is an example: To be in a position to speak truly with “I am a philosopher”, 

one must be a philosopher. To be addressed by a true utterance of “I am a philosopher”, 

one needn’t be a philosopher. One must instead have the property of being addressed by 

a philosopher. Accepting that Carlotta speaks truly when she says “I am a philosopher” 

pretty clearly doesn’t require self-attributing the production property for “I am a 

philosopher” – doesn’t require self-attributing being a philosopher. So all parties to the 

conversation’s accepting, and accepting that all other parties accept (etc.) that Carlotta 

has spoken truly by saying “I am a philosopher”, won’t result in the production property - 

being a philosopher - assuming the status of a presupposition. It will, however, result in a 

different, related property - being party to a conversation some party to which is a 

philosopher - assuming the status of a presupposition. 

 To put it slightly differently: I focused above on properties that conversations 

needed to have in order to support true utterances of context-sensitive sentences, and the 

corresponding properties of conversational participants, of being party to a conversation 

that’s in the right condition to support a true utterance of a sentence. But the more general 

phenomenon is that there are properties speakers must have, in order to be in a position to 

                                                
18 Well. At least it’s fairly plausible to think they’re the same. But see e.g. Sundell (2011, 2012), 
Sundell and Plunkett (2013, 2015), for dissent. 
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speak truly by using a sentence. (Sometimes the property that a speaker must have in 

order to speak truly with S is of the type, being party to an F conversation. But not 

always.) And once this phenomenon is on the table, we can see that there will be a lot of 

de se communicative effects that are systematic and predictable byproducts of the use of 

context-sensitive vocabulary, but aren’t (or aren’t just) instances of presupposition 

introduction.  

 To generalize, there will be at least four systematic, predictable de se 

communicative effects of uses of a context-sensitive sentence S, where F is the 

production property for S: 

1. Communicating that the speaker self-attributes F. If the speaker’s 

interlocutors assume he or she speaks sincerely, they can conclude that the 

speaker takes themselves to be in a position to speak truly. So Carlotta can 

use “I am a philosopher” to communicate that she self-attributes being a 

philosopher. 

2. Leading each particular interlocutor to self-attribute being addressed by 

an F. This won’t (typically) assume the status of presupposition, assuming 

a notion of “addressed by” such that speakers aren’t (typically) addressing 

themselves. So Carlotta can use “I am a philosopher” to get her 

interlocutor(s) to self-attribute being addressed by a philosopher.19 

3. Introduce a property (potentially) distinct from the production property as 

a conversational presupposition, of the type, being involved in a 

conversation some party to which is F. In the present case, being involved 

in a conversation some party to which is a philosopher.  

4. If (as will usually be the case) there is some description G presupposed to 

uniquely apply to the speaker, something stronger will wind up 

presupposed, of the type, being party to a conversation the G party to 

which is F. 

 

                                                
19 See also Kindermann (2016). 
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 And now we can say more carefully why the quick and straightforward arguments 

to the effect that we are going to need to give a de se semantics for some sentence S, on 

the basis of de se communicative effects systematically associated with S, don’t succeed. 

 We can’t argue for de se semantics on the basis of the fact that we can 

(systematically) use a sentence to express a de se belief. (That is, to give voice to that 

belief, and/or to communicate to our interlocutors that we have it.) So for example we 

can’t argue, on the basis of the fact that Muhammad Ali can, predictably and 

systematically, just on the basis of his and his audience’s shared linguistic competence, 

use utterances of “I am the greatest” to give voice to, and demonstrate to his audience, his 

self-attribution of being the greatest, that the correct semantics for “I” will be anything 

other than a totally standard off-the-shelf indexicalist one, that trades only in de dicto 

semantic contents for sentences in context. (For example, one according to which the 

semantic contribution of “I” is always the speaker, and so a use of “I am the greatest” by 

an individual x will always express the possible-worlds proposition that x is the greatest.) 

An off-the shelf indexicalist semantics for “I” predicts that hearers, if they assume Ali is 

sincere, can conclude on the basis of his utterance of “I am the greatest” that Ali self-

attributes being the greatest. Ali, if he assumes his audience is linguistically competent, 

can predict that they will so conclude. Audiences, assuming Ali assumes they are 

linguistically competent, can recognize that Ali can so predict. Etc. And so Ali can use “I 

am the greatest” to communicate to his audience that he self-attributes being the greatest, 

by way of the usual sort of Gricean mechanism. 

 We also can’t argue for a de se semantics on the basis of the fact that speakers 

can, systematically, use a sentence to produce de se beliefs in their interlocutors. So we 

can’t argue, on the basis of the fact that Bob can use “you are a fool” to reliably and 

systematically produce a self-attribution of being a fool in a credulous addressee, that 

anything non-standard needs to happen in our semantics for “you”. An off the shelf 

indexicalist semantics for “you” predicts that hearers, if they assume Bob is speaking 

truly when he says, “you are a fool”, will accept that Bob has the property of addressing 

a fool. And if they take themselves to be the unique addressee of Bob’s assertion, they 
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will accept that they have the property, being the unique addressee of someone who is 

addressing a fool, and so that they have the property, being a fool.20 

 For the same reason, we shouldn’t be at all surprised, given a Lewisian 

philosophy of mind and an off-the-shelf sort of Kaplanian account of “you”, that Ken can 

use “you are the messy shopper” to resolve Perry’s self-locating ignorance when he’s 

following the trail of spilled sugar around the supermarket (example from Perry 1979), or 

that Bob can use “you are Rudolph Lingens” to resolve Lingens’s self-locating ignorance 

when he’s not sure whether he’s Lingens reading Lingens’s biography in the Stanford 

library or Lauben reading Lingens’s biography in the Harvard library (this one from 

Perry 1977).  

Perry knows that the only people who can speak truly by saying “you are the 

messy shopper”, given a standard Kaplanian account of “you” where on any occasion of 

use it rigidly designates the addressee, are people who are addressing messy shoppers. So 

the only people who are being addressed by true utterances of “you are the messy 

shopper” are messy shoppers. That’s how Ken’s utterance of “you are the messy 

shopper”, given an off-the-shelf Lewisian philosophy of mind and an off-the-shelf 

Kaplanian semantics for “you”, allows Perry to resolve his self-locating ignorance by 

putting him in a position to self-attribute being the messy shopper. (This is not how Perry 

would want to describe the case.) 

Lingens knows, given a standard Kaplanian account of “you”, that the only people 

who can speak truly by saying “you are Rudolph Lingens” are people who are addressing 

Rudolph Lingens. So the only person who can be addressed by true utterances of “you are 

Rudolph Lingens” is Rudolph Lingens. That’s how Bob’s utterance of “you are Rudolph 

Lingens”, given an off-the-shelf Lewisian philosophy of mind and an off-the-shelf 

Kaplanian semantics for “you”, allows Lingens to resolve his self-locating ignorance by 

putting him in a position to self-attribute being Rudolph Lingens. And so (contra 

Stalnaker (2014, p114)), the fact that we can use the sentence to straightforwardly resolve 

the ignorance doesn’t exert any pressure on us as theorists to revise or supplement either 

the Lewisian philosophy of mind or the Kaplanian semantics. 

                                                
20 Telling the totally general story about the communicative effects in conversations with more 
than two participants will require more bells and whistles, but nothing importantly novel. 
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 These kinds of arguments – to the effect that the fact that we can (systematically, 

just in virtue of our and our interlocutors’ linguistic competence) use a sentence S to 

express, or to signal the presence of, our de se beliefs, or that we can (systematically, 

etc.) use S to produce particular de se beliefs in (credulous, cooperative) interlocutors, 

shows that S needs a special kind of de se-ified semantics – can look initially compelling. 

But once we’re clear on the mechanisms by which de se mental content, together with 

very conventional kinds context-sensitivity in language, give rise to predictable and 

systematic de se communicative effects via pragmatic mechanisms, whatever luster they 

initially had should fade considerably.21 

 

3.4 Generalization: We didn’t need to go via context-sensitive vocabulary 

 It was convenient to introduce the phenomenon of de se pragmatic 

communicative effects by way of context-sensitive vocabulary, because it’s particularly 

clear and easy to describe there. But really, all successful linguistic communication relies 

on a rich background of de se presuppositions. 

 For example: 

• Presuppositions about which language is being spoken. 

• Presuppositions about standing word meanings (characters). 

• Presuppositions about the cooperative intentions and cognitive capacities of 

parties to the conversation. 

• Presuppositions about conversational score/state/history/questions under 

discussion that are independent of context-dependence, and would arise even if 

there wasn’t any context-sensitive vocabulary in your language. 

 

 All of these presuppositions will, if we’re working within a de se 

philosophy of mind, need to be de se. (In fact, the notion of presupposition is, 

once we’ve gone for a de se philosophy of mind, going to need to be cashed out in 

                                                
21 Stephan Torre (2010) probably offers clearest examples of this sort of argument in 
print. Ninan (2009, 2010), Kindermann (2012, 2016) and Weber (2013) offer arguments 
in this neighborhood, but there are some complications that make it not so clear that 
they’re really advocating just exactly this sort of argument. 
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de se terms. It’s not enough, in order to presuppose P, that we accept P, and take 

the parties to conversation C to accept P, etc. We need to accept P, and also self-

locate as parties to a conversation all parties to which accept P, self-locate as 

parties to a conversation all parties to which self-locate as parties to a 

conversation all parties to which accept P, etc.) 

 Also: to the extent that we can use language to communicate, and conduct 

metalinguistic negotiations about, conversational features other than those that fix the 

resolution of context-dependence, we will again have systematic introduction of de se 

presuppositions by way of the pragmatic mechanisms that underwrite metalinguistic 

negotiation.  

One potential example of this would be communication, dispute and negotiation 

about standing word meanings. Examples of communication about word meaning are 

fairly familiar – take for example Stalnaker (1978) on the communicative role of “an 

ophthalmologist is an eye doctor”. Here, the speaker uses the sentence to communicate 

something about the standing, context-insensitive meaning of the word 

“ophthalmologist”, correcting her interlocutor’s error or ignorance, and introducing a 

previously absent presupposition about the language being used in the conversation.  

More controversially but also more interestingly, there is the possibility of dispute 

and negotiation over standing word meanings. For example, Plunkett and Sundell (2013) 

discuss the example of a dispute in which one party says, “waterboarding is torture”, and 

the other says, “waterboarding is not torture”. They diagnose this as a dispute about how 

to use the word “torture” – about whether or not to adopt a usage according to which 

waterboarding falls under the extension of “torture”. This isn’t, on their diagnosis, a 

dispute about how to resolve any indexicality or context-dependence in “torture” – it’s 

not about how to resolve the context-dependence in an agreed-upon semantics for the 

term. Instead it’s a dispute about which of various candidate standing meanings 

(characters) to adopt for the term for purposes of our conversation.  

There is a great deal more to say about this (purported) phenomenon - see the 

growing literature on metalinguistic negotiation and conceptual engineering. (For 

example, Sundell (2011; 2012), Plunkett and Sundell (2013; 2015), Ludlow (2008), 

Cappelen (forthcoming), Thomason (2016). For our purposes we don’t need to resolve 
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the many disputes about just exactly how much of this sort of metalinguistic negotiation 

and disagreement over word meanings there is, and where it appears. We just need to 

note that, when and if it does appear, the upshot of the parties to a conversation settling 

on a resolution to the negotiation will be the introduction of a de se presupposition. (Of a 

CWP corresponding to a property of the type, being party to a conversation in which 

TERM is to be used to mean MEANING.) 

 Some other plausible examples of the introduction of de se presuppositions via 

pragmatic mechanisms that are independent of context-sensitivity include introducing 

presuppositions about conversational register by the uncontested use of a locution that’s 

only appropriate given a particular register, and introducing presuppositions about the 

conversational topics or questions under discussion by making a conversational 

contribution that’s only felicitous given particular assumptions about topic or QUD. This 

is likely to be only the beginning of a rather long list. Wherever there is a feature of 

conversations such that the normal successful conduct of the conversation requires 

participants to keep track of it, rely on each other to keep track of it, rely on each other to 

rely on each other to keep track of it, etc., there will be de se presuppositions about that 

feature of the conversation, and there will be opportunities for conversational participants 

to act on those presuppositions by way of pragmatic mechanisms like accommodation.  

 

4. Summary and Conclusion 

 Once you’re signed on for de se content in your philosophy of mind, it’s hard to 

avoid signing on for totally ubiquitous de se content in at least the parts of your 

philosophy of language concerned with characterizing the conversational common 

ground, and with characterizing the sorts of updates to the conversational common 

ground that are produced by paradigmatic sorts of pragmatic mechanisms. 

 That’s because successful linguistic communication depends on a rich 

background of shared belief about the conversational situation, and those beliefs:  

a. Need to be de se 

b. Need to have the status of presupposition 

c. Can be introduced via paradigmatic pragmatic mechanisms  
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I think that the presence of this commitment is an interesting fact, and I 

think that the mechanisms that generate the commitment, and generate the 

particular pragmatic communicative effects, are also interesting. Mostly what I’m 

hoping to do with this paper is get these commitments and the mechanisms that 

generate them clearly on the table.  

Once they’re on the table, I also think that they have three interesting 

consequences for some ongoing debates about the role of de se content in the 

philosophy of language: 

 First, attempts to quarantine de se content in the philosophy of mind, and 

maintain a pristine philosophy of language dealing only in de dicto contents, are 

doomed to fail. Once we let de se content into our philosophy of mind, there’s no 

viable way to keep it out of our philosophy of language altogether. It at least gets 

in to the pragmatics.  

But – second interesting consequence: once it’s in the pragmatics, the 

pragmatic phenomena that give rise to it also suffice to predict and explain all of 

the uncontroversial cases of de se communicative phenomena in conversation. 

Any successful argument for de se semantic content will need to rest on more 

recherché, and more controversial, phenomena.22  

However – third interesting consequence: We also should not resist such 

arguments, when they are offered, on the grounds that if we accepted them we 

                                                
22 For example, eavesdropper acceptance and rejection and/or truth-value attributions, retraction 
phenomena, or fancy and contestable judgments about truth, error and disagreement. I myself 
think that some of these kinds of arguments succeed, and we should in the end go for de se 
semantic theories in certain domains. But I think that we need to go by way of these kinds of less-
straightforward phenomena in order to get there - we can’t get to a de se semantics just on the 
back of comparatively straightforward, minimally controversial de se communicative effects. 
It’s worth mentioning at this point another possible source of motivation for fancy de se 
semantics: Not on the basis of ability to predict and explain more recherche and controversial 
phenomena, but on the ability to (better) satisfy more recherche and controversial theoretical 
desiderata. I have in mind here arguments for fancy de se-ist semantic theories (broadly 
construed) on grounds that they, for example, deliver a more perspicuous way of representing 
(comparatively mundane and uncontroversial) conversational effects and states than non-de se-ist 
alternatives. These kinds of arguments may well succeed. But they’re different in kind from the 
more ambitious sort of argument for such theories, that I’m out to defuse here, alleging that we 
need a fancy de se-ist semantics because without one we can’t predict or explain some pretty 
uncontroversially real communicative phenomena, doesn’t succeed.  
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would thereby be accepting an unwanted and otherwise avoidable commitment to 

complicating our theories of communication with de se elements. 

I close with what I take to be an open question about the scope of the 

arguments in the preceding sections: In this paper I’ve set things up in terms of a 

very specific type of theoretical machinery for accounting for the phenomenon of 

self-locating belief: the kind deployed by Lewis’s in “Attitudes De Dicto and De 

Se” (Lewis  ). So I’ve been making the case that, if you follow Lewis (1979) in 

your philosophy of mind, you pretty quickly incur some commitments to employ 

some analogous theoretical machinery in (at least some parts of) your philosophy 

of language. I think it’s an interesting question to what extent the same pattern of 

argument can be replicated for other sorts of theoretical tools one might use to 

account for the same phenomenon. (Is it also true that if you go in for a 

philosophy of mind that trades in essentially indexical modes of presentation, then 

you’ll need to deploy essentially indexical modes of presentation in characterizing 

conversational common ground, etc.?) I suspect that the answers to at least many 

of these sorts of questions will be “yes”, but I hesitate to commit myself on this 

point, because it’s not completely clear to me just exactly how the issues will play 

out in alternative frameworks. I don’t have as firm a grip on some of the 

alternative frameworks as I do on the Lewisian one, and while the Lewisian 

philosophy of mind translates over to the philosophy of language pretty 

straightforwardly, it’s not as obvious to me how to transfer over the load-bearing 

bits of theoretical machinery in some of the other cases.  
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