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Conceptual contents are essentially expressively perspectival ;
they can be specified explicitly only from some point of view,
against the background of some repertoire of discursive
commitments, and how it is correct to specify them varies
from one discursive point of view to another, (Brandom
1994, p. 590).

1 Introduction

In 1979, two seminal articles by John Perry and David Lewis, “The Problem

of the Essential Indexical” (Perry 1979) and “Attitudes De Dicto and De Se”

(Lewis 1979), articulated the notion of “essential indexically” and ushered in a

revisionary way of thinking about the contents of intentional attitudes as cen-

tered on particular individuals that have them. In a recent monograph entitled

The Inessential Indexical (Cappelen and Dever 2013), Herman Cappelen and

Josh Dever argue that this tradition is predicated on a confusion. “Essential

indexicality,” they argue, is simply an instance of the well-known phenomenon

of opacity, the failure of our ability to subsitute co-referential terms in a way

that preserves truth in certain contexts. While they do not give an account of

opacity, if they are correct in this claim, then the correct account of opacity

should show why they are. In this paper, I’ll articulate an account of opacity
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that does just this. However, while Cappelen and Dever their claim to show that

perspectivality is not a “philosophically deep” phenomenon, on the account of

opacity I’ll provide, the exact opposite conclusion is to be drawn. The problem

with the essential indexical tradition, in thinking of some attitudes as having

distinctively perspectival contents, isn’t its failure to that realize perspectival-

ity is philosophically shallow, but its failure to realize how deep perspectivality

actually is.

The general account of opacity I’ll articulate here is the broadly Fregean

account that is found in the closing chapters of Robert Brandom’s Making It

Explicit.1 The account hinges on the perspectival distinction between taking on

an attitude towards some expressible content oneself and attributing such an

attitude to someone else. I take it to be an unfortunate result of the fact that

this account of opacity is buried in Brandom’s 700-page tome and entangled

in the much more ambitious philosophical underpinnings of the inferentialist

semantic project pursed there that it has gotten relatively little attention in

the contemporary literature. I hope to bring the basic account of opacity to the

fore, independent of the larger program in which it is entangled in Making It

Explicit, and show how it provides an interesting perspective on the debate on

the semantic and philosophical significance of indexicality. More specifically, I

hope to show that Cappelen and Dever are right: the phenomenon of essential

indexicality is an instance of the phenomenon of opacity. However, there is a

caveat. The phenomenon of opacity is itself to be understood by way of the

perspectival nature of belief attribution. If this claim is correct, then one can

1Of course, many different sorts of views might aptly be called “Fregean,” and, on some
understandings of what it is for a view to be aptly so-called, the view I develop here might not
be Fregean. I mean it in just the sense that Brandom takes on the label, calling his view a
“tactile Fregean semantic theory,” (1994, p. 583)
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agree with the main positive thesis of Cappelen and Dever’s book while drawing

the opposite conclusion.

2 Two Claims in Response to the Essential Indexical Tradition

Let us start by considering why it is that some philosophers have thought that

indexicality must play an essential role in articulating the contents of intentional

attitudes. John Perry famously begins his paper, “The Problem of the Essential

Indexical,” with the following example:

I once followed a trail of sugar on a supermarket floor, pushing my
cart down the aisle on one side of a tall counter and back the aisle on
the other, seeking the shopper with the torn sack to tell him he was
making a mess. With each trip around the counter, the trail became
thicker. But I seemed unable to catch up. Finally, it dawned on me.
I was the shopper I was trying to catch.

I believed at the outset that the shopper with a torn sack was
making a mess. And I was right. But I didn’t believe that I was
making a mess. That seems to be something I came to believe. And
when I came to believe that, I stopped following the trail around
the counter, and rearranged the torn sack in my cart. My change in
beliefs seems to explain my change in behavior. (Perry 1979, p. 3)

Perry calls our attention to the expressive role that the indexical “I” plays in the

above explanation of his beliefs. In order to explain Perry’s change in behavior

when he realizes that he is spilling the sugar, it seems we must attribute to him

a distinctive sort of attitude that he takes towards himself: a de se attitude, an

attitude in which he thinks of himself as himself. Perry needs to realize that he

is the one who is spilling the sugar, and he needs to realize this in a way that

he would express it by saying “I am spilling the sugar—it’s me who’s doing it.”

In order for us explain Perry’s behavior in terms of what he’s come to believe, it

seems as if the use of the indexical “I” or some pronominal expression that bears
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the same self-reflexive character will be essential.

Perry takes it that the essential indexical raises problems for traditional ac-

counts of the contents of belief. Belief is generally understood relation that

obtains between a believer and some believable content. Traditionally, the con-

tents of beliefs have been taken to be propositions. In the simple cases we’re

considering, we can think of propositions, traditionally understood, as objective

representations of things as being certain ways. There are many ways to model

such things, but let us just say that the proposition that Perry is spilling the sugar

represents in an individual, Perry, as being a certain way, spilling the sugar. The

purported problem is that, if we think of one’s having a belief as one’s standing

in a binary relation to some propositional content, it seems that we have no way

of capturing what it is that Perry comes to believe when he realizes that he is

spilling the sugar. On the traditional model of propositions, it seems that the

only proposition that there is for him to come to believe is that Perry is spilling

the sugar. However, in Perry’s example in which he seems to arrive at a new

belief, he already believes this proposition.

On the basis of examples of this sort, David Lewis (1979) argues that belief-

contents must be finer-grained than they have traditionally been understood

to be. We must, at least in some cases, understand them as centered on the

individuals that have them.2 Lewis’s way of modeling this change in perspective

shift formally is as a shift from thinking of belief contents in terms of sets of

possible worlds, Lewiss own preferred way of modeling traditional propositions,

to thinking of belief contents as sets of centered worlds. Understood formally, a

2It is worth noting that, though Perry’s example is widely taken to show this conclusion,
Perry himself does not argue for it or even take it to be the right one to draw. However, the
essential indexical tradition in semantics takes Perry’s examples to show what he did not himself
take them to show.
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centered world is a pair consisting in possible world and a center. An analogy

from Andy Egan illustrates how to think of such worlds: “A centered world is

to a possible world what a map with a ‘you are here’ arrow is to an arrowless

map,” (Egan 2006, p. 105-6). The “‘you are here arrow,”’ of Egan’s analogy,

is the distinctively perspectival content that is posited in order to explain the

content of one’s beliefs in these sorts of examples. So, if we think of contents as

sets of centered worlds, there are two elements of a belief content, an objective

element aspect and a perspectival element. Applied to the Perry example, the

proposal works like this: when Perry believes that the shopper with the torn sack

is making a mess, he believes that he is in a world in which the individual that is

the shopper with the torn sack is making a mess. This belief content is objective

in that it restricts the set of belief-worlds to the ones in which whoever it is that

satisfies the description “the shopper with the torn sack” in that world is making

a mess. On the other hand, in believing, that he is making a mess, a belief

that he would express by saying “I am making a mess,” the content of his belief

is that the center of his belief-worlds is the individual who is making a mess.

This content represented in this belief is essentially indexed to the perspective of

Perry; it does not represent the layout of the map, but represents where Perry’s

“you are here” arrow goes.

The Lewisian framework has picked up quite a bit of traction in formal and

philosophical work concerning the content of mental states and beliefs, and it is

now relatively standard practice for philosophers to work on the assumption that

Perry and Lewis showed that, at least in some cases, we need to think of the

contents of beliefs as essentially centered on the particular individuals that have

them.3 In their recent monograph entitled The Inessential Indexical, Herman

3Andy Egan, for example, writes, “There is good reason to think that some contentful mental
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Cappelen and Josh Dever (2013) argue that this whole tradition emerging from

Perry and Lewis is mistaken. Whatever the problem raised by Perry-style cases

might be, if there is indeed a problem at all, it is not a new problem. The basic

point they make to this effect is what we’ll call the “Opacity Thesis.” It can be

construed as the following claim:

OT: Perry-style cases of essential indexicality do not show anything
more than another instance of the general phenomenon of opacity,
the failure of substitutability salva veritate of co-referential terms in
certain contexts.‘

The phenomenon of opacity has been of concern to philosophers and linguists

since the birth of contemporary philosophy of language, with Frege’s famous

puzzles concerning co-referential proper names like “Hesperus” and “Phospho-

rus.” Examples involving these names have, for a long time, presented challenges

to philosophers and linguists in modeling the contents of beliefs. OT is the claim

that examples of essential indexicality do not present any new challenges.

In support of OT, Cappelen and Dever have us consider the following example

that purports to be analogous to Perry’s example:

Pushing my cart down the aisle I was looking for Clark Kent to tell
him he was making a mess. I kept passing by Superman, but couldn’t
find Clark Kent. Finally, I realized, Superman was Clark Kent. I
believed at the outset that Clark Kent was making a mess. And I
was right. But I didn’t believe that Superman was making a mess.
That seems to be something that I came to believe. And when I
came to believe that, I stopped looking around and I told Superman
to clean up after himself. My change in beliefs seems to explain my
change in behavior. (Cappelen and Dever 2013, p. 33)

states - beliefs and desires, for example - do not have (merely) possible-worlds content, but have
centered-worlds content instead (or as well). (This is motivated by arguments and examples
from Perry (1979) and Lewis (1979).) (Egan 2006, p. 107).” See Ninan (2010) for a review.
See also Chalmers (2005) for an account of how this framework figures into a 2-D semantics.
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The thought is that there is no reason to think that Perry’s example illustrates

a fundamentally different sort of phenomenon than the one that is at work here.

Rather, Cappelen and Dever suggest that it is the same phenomena: opacity.

Normally, when we substitute the expressions “Superman” and “Clarke Kent”

in sentences such as “Superman was making a mess” and “Clarke Kent was

making a mess” we preserve the truth of those sentences. However, in the action

explanation context above, making this substitution does not preserve truth,

since only the former sentence would be used to express the what the narrator

comes to believe. This is a case of opacity. OT is the claim that the only

only thing that Perry’s examples show is that we can construct the same sort

of example using indexical expressions. Cappelen and Dever consider several

variations of these kinds of examples discussed in the literature and repeatedly

evoke the following retort: “It’s Still All Frege Puzzles,” (p. 99).

If OT is correct, what of philosophical interest remains in the notion of per-

spectivality, the notion that we bring into conversation when we talk about “the

first-person perspective” and its relation to other perspectives that we might take

on others or ourselves? After considering and rejecting a few prominent propos-

als, Cappelen and Dever conclude, “Not much.” Thus, they conclude their study

of the essential indexical tradition with a claim that I’ll call the “Shallowness

Thesis,” which can be expressed as follows:

ST: Perspectivality is philosophically shallow. Although an under-
standing of perspective (and in particular the first-person perspec-
tive) is widely assumed to play some important explanatory role in
philosophy, there is no such role for it to play.

Now, it is hard to know just what to make of such a claim. One immediate

response would be to say that what one regards as “philosophically shallow”
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may itself vary from perspective to perspective. Saying that, however, does not

seem like it would be a very productive approach. A better approach would be to

show why, given Cappellen and Dever’s own stance in the debate, ST should be

rejected. That is the approach I take here. Perspectivality, I argue, is essential

to understanding opacity in such a way that shows OT to be true. Thus, the

truth of OT undermines ST.

The plan is as follows. First, in section (1) I lay out the problem of opacity

in some detail. In section (2), I sketch a broadly Fregean way of approaching the

problem, trying to show some of its promise. Next, in (5) and (6), I articulate

my preferred way of taking a broadly Fregean approach to opacity, drawing pri-

marily from the work of Robert Brandom. In (5), I outline Brandom’s anaphoric

account of sense and reference which draws on Kripke’s theory of proper names.

As we’ll see by the end of (6), the account hinges on our understanding of the

perspectival form of belief attribution, the distinction between our own beliefs

and commitments and those that we are attributing to another. We conclude in

(7) by establishing our main conclusion: since a grasp of perspectivality is essen-

tial to understanding opacity, then, if opacity is deep, so too is perspectivality.

In a slogan, It may be all a bunch of Frege puzzles, but Frege puzzles are all about

perspectivality.

3 Opacity and the Puzzle of Rationality

Our first task is to give a proper articulation of the phenomenon of opacity. Let

us focus, in particular, the phenomenon as it arises in a case of employing two

co-referring proper names in a belief context. Cappelen and Dever repeatedly

use the example of Superman and Clarke Kent to illustrate the phenomenon of
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opacity as it arises in this sort of case, and we will follow their lead, thinking the

example through in some depth. To avoid some unnecessary complications, let’s

pretend that we really do live in the world laid out by the D.C. Comics series,

that we have access to the comic books, and that we are at a point in time that

is before Lois discovers the secret identity of Clarke. Now, consider following

sentence:

1. Lois Lane believes that Superman flies.

At least intuitively, it seems right to say that this sentence is true. Lois Lane

does believe that Superman flies. One way of supporting this claim would be to

ask her about what she believes. If you ask her if she believes that Superman

flies, she’ll say, “Of course I do; everyone knows that Superman flies.” Alright,

now consider the following sentence:

2. Lois Lane believes that Clark Kent flies.

In contrast to (1), (2) seems false. Lois Lane does not believe that Clarke Kent

flies. If you ask her about this claim she’ll say “No, of course I do not; Clarke

Kent is a normal guy, someone who couldn’t possibly fly.” Since “Superman” and

“Clarke Kent” refer to the same guy but (1) is true and (2) is false, we cannot

substitute these two co-referential expressions in such a way that preserves the

truth of the two sentences. Accordingly, we have an opaque context.

We need to pause for a moment here to note that, if one endorses a Millian

account of names in which the semantic content of a proper name is simply

its referent, one might say that, despite initial appearances to the contrary, in

fact we can substitute “Superman” and “Clarke Kent” in the sentences above.4

4See Soames (2002) for a view of this sort.
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Unofficially, Cappelen and Dever say that they have a view of this sort (2013,

p. 84), and it is not hard to see the line of reasoning by which one would have

such a view. If the content of the proper names “Superman” and “Clarke Kent”

is simply the individual to whom the names refer, then “Superman flies” and

“Clarke Kent flies” express the same proposition, the one that represents this

individual as being someone who flies. If this is so, and to have a belief is to

stand in a binary relation to a proposition, then to believe that Superman flies

and to believe that Clarke Kent flies is to stand in the same relation to the same

proposition. Both (1) and (2) represent Lois as standing in this relation. As such,

they express the same proposition. Since they express the same proposition, their

truth values are the same, and so, since (1) is true, so too is (2). Lois does, in

fact, believe that Clarke Kent flies.

In trying to quell some of the unease we might have about saying that (2) is

true, we might say, following Jennifer Saul that, though Lois believes that Clark

Kent flies, she’d, of course, never put it that way (Saul 1997, p. 107). Saying

this, however, just highlights the fact that there is also another way of reading

(2), a de dicto reading. It is in virtue of attributing a belief to Lois in this sense

that we explain what Saul says. We might try to capture what such a reading

amounts to by way of the following sentences:

1a. Lois Lane takes the sentence “Superman flies” to be true.

2a. Lois Lane takes the sentence “Clark Kent flies” to be true.

Clearly, as I’ve described the scenario, (1a) is true and (1a) is false. However,

these sentences are not quite adequate to express is expressed by (1) and (2)

on their de dicto reading. As things actually are, (1a) is clearly true. Imagine,

however, that Metropolis is in Mexico and Lois and Clark speak only Spanish.

10



In such a case, though Lois takes the sentence “Superman vuela” to be true

and “Clarke Kent vuela” to be false, she has no opinion about the sentences

“Superman flies” and “Clarke Kent flies,” since she doesn’t know what the word

“flies” means. What I’m inclined to say in this scenario is that, in their natural

reading, (1) is true and (2) is false—Lois believes that Superman flies and does

not believe that Clark flies. However, (1a) and (2a) are both false—she neither

takes the sentence “Superman flies” nor “Clarke Kent” flies to be true since she

doesn’t know what either of them mean. Accordingly, we can’t assimilate the

meaning of (1), on its de dicto reading, to the meaning of (1a). For Lois to

believe that Clarke Kent flies, where this is understood in its de dicto sense, is

not the same as her taking the English sentence “Clarke Kent flies” to be true.

It involves, if not a proposition proper, then at least something proposition-like,

and this is the sort of thing that we aim to express with the “that” clauses in

(1) and (2). I suggest, then, since some kind of sentence is going have to do this

expressive work, that we let (1) and (2) be read naturally, such that (1) is true

and (2) false. All of this is just to say that we should take our intuitions at face

value here: the opaque context originally introduced really is an opaque context.

I take it that, if anything in philosophy of language is going to be considered

“philosophically deep,” opacity is. We can get at what is really is at the heart of

the phenomena by introducing a puzzle of the sort introduced by Kripke (1979).

If we think about what Lois believes, we see that she believes two incompatible

things: both that Superman flies and that Clarke Kent does not fly. The beliefs

that she’d express by saying “Superman flies” and “Clarke Kent does not fly”

are incompatible. The reason that these two beliefs are incompatible is that

“Clarke Kent” and “Superman” pick out same person. So, in having these two

beliefs, Lois Lane believes of this one person that he both flies and does not
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fly. But that, it seems, isn’t just to believe two incompatible things, but to

believe a contradiction. Now, though Lois knowingly has both of these beliefs,

she wouldn’t knowingly believe a contradiction. She isn’t seriously irrational—

she’s just ignorant. So how could she knowingly believe what she does? This is

what I’ll call “the puzzle of rationality.” Whatever the puzzle here is supposed to

be, solving it will come down to giving an account of opacity, since it essentially

involves the fact that the content of her beliefs are, in some way, opaque to her.

The working hypothesis here is that the key to giving such an account will be

the distinction between de re ascriptions of belief, in which we can substitute

co-referential terms freely, and de dicto ascriptions, in which we cannot.

4 The Fregean Approach

Let’s now briefly go over some familiar territory. One clear approach that we

might take to the phenomenon of opacity comes from Gottlob Frege. For Frege,

names have both a sense and referent. On this line of thinking, we can say that,

while the names “Superman” and “Clarke Kent” have the same referent—they

pick out the same guy—their senses, the conceptual significance they have to at

least some language speakers who grasp their use, may be said to differ. At the

very least, the senses of the two expressions differ from the perspective of Lois

Lane. Following Evans (1981), we can think of the senses of the co-referential

names “Clarke Kent” and “Superman” as two ways in which Lois thinks about

this one guy. When Lois thinks of this guy by way of the sense of “Superman,”

she thinks of him as the caped superhero from Krypton who fights crime, who

flies, and so on. When she thinks by way of the sense of “Clarke Kent,” she

thinks of him as the normal guy from Smallville who works at the Daily Planet,
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who wears glasses, and so on. Thus, while Lois Lane’s beliefs that she’d express

with the claims “Superman flies” and “Clarke Kent does not fly,” are about the

same person, she thinks of this person in two different ways in having these two

beliefs—one by way of the sense of “Superman” and the other by way of the sense

of “Clarke Kent.” Accordingly, believing both of these things is not to believe

irrationally. Indeed, given the way in which she thinks about this guy when she

thinks of him as Clarke Kent, it’s perfectly understandable that she believes that

he doesn’t fly. In having this belief, she thinks that she’s thinking of a human

being of Earth, who isn’t the type of person to have superhuman capacities like

the capacity to fly. She doesn’t know that when she thinks of Clarke Kent in this

way, the individual of whom she’s thinking is one and the same as the individual

she’s thinking of when the thinks of Superman, the caped superhero who has

flown her around Metropolis. She thinks that these two ways of thinking get a

grip on two different individuals, so she doesn’t think that, in having the beliefs

that she has, she’s ascribing contradictory properties to the same guy. In fact,

however, that’s just what she’s doing.

This Fregean approach seems to resolve the puzzle of rationality quite nicely.

It is hard, however, to adequately spell it out. What is it for Lois Lane to think

of Clark Kent as Clark Kent? There seems to be something appealing in saying

things of this sort, but it is not particularly easy to articulate what saying such

things actually amounts to. We’ve described senses with definite descriptions,

but Kripke (1980) famously argues that, if we interpret the senses of proper

names as some set of definite descriptions, then the Fregean view of names runs

into trouble. Here is one example that Kripke used to make this argument:

Suppose that someone uses the name “Kurt Gödel,” and the only description

that they’re able to provide about him is that he proved the incompleteness

13



theorems. However, imagine it were the case that, in fact, Gödel didn’t prove the

incompleteness theorems, but this other guy, Schmidt did, and Gödel got credited

with the proof. Now, for a Fregean view, it is essential that the sense of a referring

expression determines its referent. So, if we say that senses are descriptions, the

description that is the sense of “Kurt Gödel” has got to determine the referent.

This would mean, however, in using the name “Kurt Gödel,” this person referred

to Schmidt, the guy who actually proved the incompleteness theorem, since he’s

the one who satisfies the description. But it seems like that’s not what we should

say. Were this scenario to be actual, the name “Kurt Gödel,” when used in a

standard context, wouldn’t refer to Schmidt—it’d still refer to Gödel. Examples

of this sort seem pretty easy to generate for different specifications of a descriptive

view. Thus, the natural conclusion is that the sense of the proper name cannot

be identical with some set of definite descriptions..

As far as I’ve laid it out here, I am prepared to agree with Kripke’s argument

in its entirety. However, it is only an objection to a Fregean view if we think of

the sense of a proper name as a set of definite descriptions. If we can provide an

account of the senses of proper names that does not assimilate these senses to

definite descriptions, then Kripke’s argument does not give us any to abandon

a Fregean notion of sense. It is worth noting that Frege himself never explicitly

identifies senses with definite descriptions. In many places, he speaks of them

terms of inferential role, and that seems to provide a live possibility for cashing

them out. Robert Brandom (1994), I take it, provides an account of sense in

the vein of this possibility. On Brandom’s account, we grasp of the sense of a

singularly referring expression in virtue of grasping how it forms a link in an

anaphoric chain that tracks the individual to whom one refers. This will give

us a general account of sense that, far from falling prey to Kripke’s criticisms,
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actually completes his positive account of reference.

5 The Anaphoric Theory of Sense and Reference

In the last few chapters of Making It Explicit, Robert Brandom provides an

account of the senses of proper names that turns out to be complementary to

Kripke’s preferred view of reference rather than contradictory to it. Brandom

understands the sense of some expression, its conceptual significance, in terms of

its discursive significance, as it is might be specified from the standpoint of some

discursive practitioner. The sense of an expression, as Brandom understands it,

is “what one grasps when one has practical mastery of the use of an expression—

understands the thoughts expressed by that use,” (1994, p. 570). So, to grasp

the discursive significance of some expression, one must know what the use of

the expression amounts to a discursive practice in which it is used. To have

this knowledge, on Brandom’s way of thinking, just is to understand what it is

that people take themselves to be saying or doing when they use that expression.

Importantly, speaking about the significance of an expression in the context of

a discursive practice is a level of abstraction above speaking of the particular

language in which the expression is articulated. If we take Spanish and English

for our example, then we can say that, given that the practices in which the

expressions are couched are are sufficiently alike, “Superman flies,” an English

expression, and “Superman vuela,” a Spanish expression, can be taken to have

the same discursive significance from two practitioners in respective practices.

This will provide us with the finer-grained account of the de dicto dimension of

the content that we will employ in understanding the way in which the sentences

“Lois believes Superman flies” and “Lois believes that Clarke Kent flies” may be
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used to express two different belief attributions.5

It is worth saying a bit about Brandom’s general framework for thinking

about the discursive significance of linguistic expressions just to highlight the

aspects that will be of concern to us. The details of this account will not be

of too much concern to us for our purposes here, so you can gloss over them

if you’d like, but an outline to refer back to will be helpful. On Brandom’s

model, the discursive significance some expression can be understood in terms

the change in discursive statuses that would take place upon one’s employing that

expression. The two main types of discursive statuses that Brandom employs in

articulating his framework for understanding discursive significance are the dual

notions of commitment and entitlement. For our purposes, we only really need

to worry about the former notion, commitment. We may specify this notion,

at least as it concerns us here, with the set of commitments that one takes on

in employing some expression. Consider first the employment of a declarative

sentential expression, the making of a claim. We can think of the commitments

that one takes on in making some claim as the set of claims that one must be

prepared to accept and defend if one wishes to remain committed to the claim that

they’ve made. Brandom thinks of these commitments as generally inferential in

nature, both in terms of the inferences that one accepts oneself and the inferences

that others might take to be licensed. So, if you say, “Clark is from Smallville,”

and you accept that Smallville is in Kansas, then you will likely accept that, in

saying this, you’ve committed yourself to the claim that Clark is from Kansas.

You take this inference to be licensed from what you’ve said. Now, if you do

5Sellars (1967) employs the convention of dot-quoting to speak of expressions in terms of
their role in a discursive practice. So, for instance, •red• expresses the discursive role of the
expression “red.” Thus, using Sellarsian dot-quotes, we can say that “rot”s, in German” are
•red•s and “Superman vuela”s in Spanish are •Superman flies•s
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not accept this inference, but another practitioner does, then that practitioner

can score you as committed to this claim even though you don’t score yourself

as so committed. While the commitments that one takes it that someone will

undertake in making a claim will vary from perspective to perspective, depending

on the set of background commitments that one has, the commitments that one

actually undertakes will depend on the how the world actually turns out to be,

and so they do not vary from perspective to perspective.

According to Brandom, the key to understanding the discursive significance

of singularly referring expressions, such as “Clarke Kent” or “I,” is to understand

how they figure into “anaphoric chains,” chains in which the content of referring

expressions is anaphorically inherited from one expression to the next. To bring

our attention such chains, Brandom gives the following example:

# A man in a brown suit approached me on the street
yesterday and offered to buy my briefcase. When I declined
to sell it, the man doubled his offer. Since he wanted the
case so badly, I sold it to him. #

Two anaphoric chains are intertwined here, one corresponding to the
buyer, and one to the briefcase:

A man in a brown suit ... the man ... he ... him

and

my briefcase ... it ... the case ... it. (Brandom 1994, p.
307)

The indefinite description “A man” and the definite description “my briefcase”

each introduce an anaphoric chain into the discursive context, and the referential

function of the subsequent definite descriptions and the pronouns in the above

passage anaphorically depend on the expressions that come before them, form-

ing two intertwining chains corresponding to the two referents introduced at the
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beginning of the passage.6 So, for instance, when one who employs the expres-

sion “he” to hop onto the first anaphoric chain, one’s expression inherits the

content originally introduced by “A man in a brown suit.” The content of one’s

referential expression, understood anaphorically in this way, can be articulated,

from that individual’s perspective, in terms of the set of commitments one takes

oneself to anaphorically inherit that make substitution inferences for one’s refer-

ential expression. One will, in most cases, grasp several particular substitution

inferences as liscenced, but, one will also recognize that the set of commitments

one actually inherits in employing some expression will outstrip those that grasps

oneself. This is because one knows that the individual of whom one is speaking

might be specified in ways that one does not oneself know he is. So when one

says “he wanted the case so badly” in the discourse above, one anaphorically

inherits a set of commitments that employ substitution inferences, substituting

“he” with some expression that hops onto the same chain. If this chain happens

to be the one that tracks Lex Luther, then, in saying “he wanted the case so

badly,” one has committed oneself to the claim that Lex Luther badly wanted

their suitcase. If he is in fact the man of whom they are speaking, they have so

committed themselves whether they know it or not, since, if someone knows that

he is who the man in the brown suit is, they can attribute that commitment to

the speaker.

To further spell out the anaphoric theory, let’s see how it connects to Kripke’s

positive account of the referential function of proper names. After rejecting the

descriptivist account of the referential function of proper names for the reasons

sketched in the above section, Kripke provides a causal theory as an alternative.

6The anaphoric relation between definite and indefinite expressions is being understood
roughly along the lines of Heim (1982)
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He writes,

Someone, let’s say, a baby, is born; his parents call him by a certain
name. They talk about him to their friends. Other people meet him.
Through various sorts of talk the name is spread from link by link as
if by a chain.

By Brandom’s lights, the sort of “chain” of which Kripke is speaking here is

an anaphoric one (p. 580). A baptismal act of naming, suitably contextualized

in discursive practices in which the act is afforded the discursive significance of

naming an individual, initiates an anaphoric chain that tracks that individual.

Such anaphoric chains, because they are introduced in discursive communities

in which a mutual understanding among the various members is at work, have

certain discursive significances that are indexed to those communities, and the

conceptual significance of the employment of a name can be understood in terms

of this discursive significance, both as it is generally understood in some discur-

sive community and as it is grasped by some particular discursive practitioner.

Now, this grasp is not just one’s grasp of the commitments one will take on in

employing the name, but also one’s grasp that, in employing the name, one can

be attributed commitments that one does not know one is taking on. This is how

we are able to accommodate Kripke’s claim that it is not necessary that, in order

for one’s use of a name to refer to the individual named by that name, one be able

to associate the name with any descriptive sentence that uniquely picks out the

individual to which the name refers. It is simply required that one’s employment

be suitably contextualized in a discursive community in which the employment

can be understood as anaphorically inheriting the set of commitments anaphor-

ically introduced. This structure of anaphoric inheritance does require that,

somewhere along the line, some discursive practitioners have direct causal con-
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tact with the individual to whom the name refers and that they be able to think

about him in conceptually significant ways and speak about him in discursively

significant ways—without this, there’d be no way to get the anaphoric chain up

and running. Once it’s up and running, however, since competent speakers grasp

the structure of anaphoric inheritance, they can employ a dependent expression,

inheriting these conceptually and discursively significant commitments without

necessary knowing what it is that they’re thereby inheriting.

Consider Kripke’s example of Kurt Gödel. The more one knows about Gödel,

the more one grasps the set of commitments that one undertakes regarding the

individual to which one refers when one employs the name “Gödel.” Still, even if

one does not grasp any of these commitments, if one employs the name “Gödel”

in a suitable context, one can be counted as having undertaken them.7 Indeed,

the important point can be shown by considering that one does not even need

to say “Gödel” in order to anaphorically inherit these commitments. Consider

the example of a student, call him Jimmy, who knows nothing about Gödel at

all, and who is in a math class in which the professor asks if anyone can say

who Gödel is. Jimmy can hop on Gödel’s anaphoric chain, inheriting the set of

commitments taken on by the use of the name “Gödel,” as they might be specified

by any perspective, since he anaphorically hop on to the chain that is brought

into discourse by the professor’s use of the name “Gödel.” Jimmy can say, in

response to the professor’s question “He’s some dweeb.” In saying this, he says

of Gödel, the guy who was born in 1906 into the family of Rudolf and Marianne

Gödel, who went on to prove the incompleteness theorems, and so on, that he’s

7There is an analogy here to the prosentential theory of truth, in which, when one says, for
instance, “Everything my professor said in class today is true,” one commits oneself to each of
the truth-apt contents expressed by the professor in class, even if one was sleeping through class
and so does not know what these particular contents are.
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a dweeb. Though Jimmy can’t himself specify any particular commitments that

he’s inherited that describe the individual to whom he’s referred, he knows that

his referential act is such as to inherit those commitments, whatever they may

be, however they may be articulated from other perspectives than his own. So,

for instance, if Susie, another member the class, hears his remark, she might

reply, “If you understood how cool the proofs of the incompleteness theorems

are, you wouldn’t say that the guy who proved them is a dweeb.” Here, Susie

specifies the individual to whom Jimmy has referred from a perspective other than

Jimmy’s own, employing the expression “the guy who proved the incompleteness

theorem” to refer to him, and she re-articulates Jimmy’s commitment having

made this substitution inference. Thus, Susie makes it clear that, in saying what

he did, Jimmy has committed himself to the claim that the guy who proved

the incompleteness theorems is a dweeb. It is in virtue of his commitment to

either challenge such a substitution inference or to undertake the commitment

which employs this substitution inference that Jimmy’s claim can be understood

as genuinely referential, a claim about someone in the world, someone which can

be specified again and again by the myriad perspective that practitioners make

have on that individual. In this case, Jimmy will likely accept the substitution

inference that Susie makes in attributing a commitment to him and just call her

a dweeb as well, thereby defusing her challenge to his claim that the guy his

professor referred to is a dweeb.

6 A Perspectival Account of Opacity

Now that we have the anaphoric framework in place, let’s consider again the case

of Clarke Kent. A bit of a genealogical story will be helpful to fill in the details of
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our example. The individual now known by the names “Clarke Kent” and “Su-

perman” was born on the planet Krypton and originally named “Kal-El” by his

biological Kryptonian parents, Jor-El and Lara. They talked about him to their

Kryptonian frinds using this name, and so, knowing that it was the son of Jor-El

and Lara that they were talking about when they used this name, they grasped

the chain of which tokenings of that name are links. Thus, there was a par-

ticular set of anaphoric commitments, largely shared among these Kryptonians,

concerning the chain that tokenings of “Kal-El” bring into a discursive context.

Upon Krypton’s impending destruction, Jor-El and Lara’s son was sent to Earth,

where he was found by Jonathan and Martha Kent who adopted him and named

him “Clarke Kent.” In doing so, another discursively significant name was intro-

duced to a set of discursive practitioners, in this case, the residents of Smallville

who were acquainted with this individual and his adoptive parents. One such

resident was Lois Lane who knew him by this name and, knowing certain things

about him, acquired a set of anaphoric commitments regarding the employment

of the name. When he started fighting crime in a costume, and the Daily Planet

ran their first article him, calling by him by the name “Superman,” yet another

name with a different discursive significance was introduced by which speakers

referred to this guy and thus, another set of anaphoric commitments came about

concerning to the name as it is employed in this context. Lois Lane also ended

up becoming acquainted with him in this context, acquiring a set of anaphoric

commitments regarding the employment of the name “Superman,” ones largely

shared with other residents of Metropolis. What she fails to grasp is that the

individual she refers to by the name “Superman” is the same individual she refers

to by the name “Clarke Kent.”

The three names mentioned in the above story, “Kal-El,” “Clark Kent” and
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“Superman” all refer to the same guy. There is a single causal history, track-

ing a single individual, in which all three of these names find their roots. If

some speaker knows this, then they will treat someone, in using any of the three

names, as anaphorically inherit, not just the the set of commitments indexed to

the communities in which that name finds its home, but also the set of commit-

ments that are associated with the other two names. Such a speaker takes it that

there is really only one anaphoric chain that tracks this guy, and different speak-

ers just hop onto it in different ways. This anaphoric commitment has been at

work in the story that I’ve just told. A single anaphoric chain runs through this

story—the use of the expressions “the individual” and “he,” as they appear in

the telling of the story, are all anaphorically linked. In place of these expressions,

I could have used any of the names in the story, “Kal-El,” “Clark Kent,” or “Su-

perman,” and still take it that I’d be tracking the same guy with my use of any

of them. However, Lois Lane, who does not grasp the single story in which the

names “Kal-El,” “Clark Kent,” and “Superman” have their historical roots, takes

there to be different anaphoric chains corresponding to the names “Clarke Kent”

and “Superman,” chains for which expressions that are substitutable within each

chain are not substitutable between the chains, which track two different indi-

viduals. This fact about Lois can be made explicit by thinking about the claims

that Lois will be prepared to make that employ the names “Clarke Kent” and

“Superman” and the substitutions of expressions for the names that she takes to

be permissible with respect to these claims. For example, she will say “Superman

is from Krypton,” “Superman fights crime,” “Superman flies,” and so on, and

she takes certain substitutions to be licensed with respect to this constellation

of claims, such as substituting “Superman” with “The Man of Steel” with re-

spect to any of them. There is a different constellation of claims, and different

23



set of substitution inferences that she takes to be permissible with respect to

them that corresponds to the other way she’s thinking about this guy. She’ll say

“Clarke Kent works at the Daily Planet,” “Clarke Kent wears glasses,” and so

on, and she takes “The son of Jonathan and Martha Kent,” to be substitutable

for “Clarke Kent” in any of these claims. Furthermore, when she employs cer-

tain indexical and demonstrative expressions, she takes them to hop onto these

respective chains. For instance, when he is flying her around metropolis in his

Superman costume, and she addresses him as “You,” she takes this expression to

hop onto the former chain, and, when she is at a cocktail party hosted by Perry

White for the writers at the Daily Planet, and she introduces him to a famous

novelist, saying “This is my friend, Clarke,” she takes her demonstrative expres-

sion “This,” to hop onto the latter chain. Although she’s referring to the same

individual when she says all of these things, there are two nexuses of inferentially

structured commitments corresponding to the two discursive contexts in which

she’s acquainted with this individual, and, in employeing either expression, she

takes herself to anaphorically inherit the commitment of one or the other.

So, the two proper names, “Superman” and “Clarke Kent,” refer to the same

individual but we can understand them has having different senses indexed to the

discursive contexts in which they are normally used. Since Clark wants to keep

his private life and his public persona separate, it is important to him that he

maintain the appearance that there are two genuinely distinct anaphoric chains,

and this is why such a pronounced case of opacity arises here. To bring this

phenomena vividly into view, suppose Lois and Clarke are at the supermarket

shopping for guacamole ingredients and the following dialogue ensues:

LOIS LANE: I wonder if we’ll ever find out who Superman is.

CLARKE KENT: I doubt it. Superman’s pretty elusive.
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LOIS LANE: Don’t you wish you could fly like him?

CLARKE KENT: No way—I’m afraid of heights!

From Lois’s perspective, there are two anaphoric chains here:

1. Superman: (LL) Superman . . . (CK) Superman[’s] . . . (LL) him

2. Clarke Kent: (CK) I . . . (LL) you . . . you . . . (CK) I[’m]

These two anaphoric chains correspond to the two different ways in which Lois

Lane is thinking of the same guy, one by way of the sense of “Superman,” and

one by way of the sense of “Clarke Kent.” As a matter of fact, the same guy

is being tracked by both of these chains, but, of course, Lois Lane doesn’t know

this. If she knew she was talking to Superman, she wouldn’t be speaking like this.

Lois Lane thinks that she’s speaking of two different guys in this conversation,

and the conversation goes as if she is. Now, for the conversation to go smoothly,

Clarke has to keep track of the way in which Lois’s perspective differs from his

own. Clarke knows that he’s referring to the same guy when he says “He” and

“Superman,” which figure into the first anaphoric chain and when he says “I”

and “I’m” which figure into the second. However, even though he knows that

he’s referring to himself when he says “Superman,” he also knows that Lois will

think that he’s not referring to himself because he knows that she thinks that

Superman isn’t him. Likewise, when he says “I,” he knows that Lois will think

that he’s not referring to Superman because she thinks that he, the guy she’s

talking to, isn’t Superman.

The conceptual common ground here requires that Clarke understands that

the way in which Lois is thinking about Superman differs from the way in which

he thinks about Superman. Only in virtue of understanding this difference does
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he know to refer to himself, as he is being tracked in Chain 1, a chain in which

“Superman” is substitutible, with the third-personal “he,” not the first-personal

“I.” He knows to do this even though he knows that the first-personal “I” would

refer to Superman, the person who is being tracked in Chain 1. Freely sub-

stituting these co-referential terms would fail to preserve the continuity of the

conversation because Lois doesn’t know that Superman is him. Clarke’s under-

standing of this failure requires his keeping track of the differences in perspective

between Lois and himself. In keeping track of this divergence in perspective

between Lois and himself, Clarke “keeps two sets of books” (Brandom 1994, p.

590), one that keeps track of the way that he takes Lois to be thinking about

things, the commitments he attributes to her, and one that keeps track of the

way he takes things to actually be, the commitments he undertakes himself. Only

by keeping two books in this way is he able to keep her in a state of ignorance

about his identity.

We’re finally in a position to pull all the pieces together and give our solution

to the puzzle of rationality posed at the beginning of this paper. Let’s recall the

puzzle. Lois believes that Superman flies. She also believes that Clarke Kent

does not fly. Since Superman and Clarke Kent are the same guy, in holding

these two beliefs, she believes of a single guy that he both does and does not fly.

However, Lois is both reflective and rational. The puzzle is explaining how she

can be both reflective and rational while still having this apparently contradictory

belief. The outline of our solution should be clear by now—we simply employ the

way of thinking we’ve just ascribed to Clarke in our own case of thinking about

Lois’s beliefs—but let’s lay it out explicitly.

The formulation of this puzzle depends on our ascribing beliefs to Lois in two

different ways. On the one hand, when we say that she believes that Superman
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flies, we ascribe beliefs to her in a de dicto sense. When we ascribe a belief to

Lois Lane in this sense, we must be sensitive to the way in which she is thinking

about the objects of the belief. That is, we must keep track of the commitments

she takes herself to undertake when she herself employs the expression we employ

in the attribution of the belief, “Superman.” On the other hand, when we say

that, in believing this, she believes of Clarke Kent that he flies, we ascribe a

belief to her in a de re sense. When we ascribe a belief to her in a de re sense,

we are permitted to think about the objects of her beliefs however we take those

things to actually be. That is, we are permitted to substitute expressions that

we employ in the attribution of the belief in accord with our own anaphoric com-

mitments. These two ways of ascribing belief to Lois Lane as amounts to our

keeping two different “sets of books” which keep track Lois’s discursive commit-

ments. The former set of books keeps track of what we take her to take herself

to be committed to, given the way she is thinking about things, and the latter

set of books keeps track of what we take her to actually be committed to, given

the way we are thinking about things. Thus, with our two sets of books, we

can say that, in having the two beliefs that she has, she has committed herself

a contradiction. She is committed to both the claims that Clarke Kent flies and

that he does not. Yet, given the way she is thinking about things, given the

commitments she takes herself to have, she is not aware of this fact, since she

doesn’t think that in saying “Superman flies” she commits herself to the claim

that Clarke Kent flies. Thus, she is not irrational—she’s merely misinformed.

If we understand how belief attribution requires us to keep track of the way in

which the believer’s perspective may differ from our own, it becomes perfectly

clear why it’s right to say this.

Note that the above solution makes explicit reference to our own perspective
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as diverging from that of Lois Lane, and we really do think of our own perspective

as our own perspective. We, the attributors of the beliefs, have a different set

of commitments than those had by Lois, the attributee of the beliefs. Now, of

course, given the way we’ve set up the example, we are, as a matter of fact,

better, informed than Lois. Our commitments on this matter are the right ones

to have. But here’s where it’s important to keep in mind what I said at the

outset, that we’re treating this example as not simply made up, but as an actual

case of commitment attribution. Accordingly, this commitment to our being

better informed is not something simply given to us, but a further commitment

of ours. Having read the D.C. comic books, we’re entitled to a set of claims

to which Lois is not entitled, claims concerning the origin story of Clarke Kent

and various facts about his life, and so we have good grounds to take ourselves

to be correct in attributing incompatible commitments to Lois Lane as we do.

Nevertheless, the frame from which we are able to attribute these incompatible

commitments to Lois is still our set of discursive commitments, however well-

grounded they may be. If we were to inform Lois that Clarke is Superman, we’d

have to take in this distinction betwen our discursive point of view and hers. The

only way in which we can understand the solution to the puzzle of rationality is

by comprehending the perspectival form of belief attribution, understanding the

way in which the commitments we attribute to some discursive practitioners may

diverge from our own commitments. It is only in virtue of keeping track of this

perspectival distinction that we may take them to, while not taking themselves

to commit themselves to incompatible claims, actually be so committed.
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7 The Truth of OT and the Falsity of ST

Alright, let’s return to Cappelen and Dever’s claims about opacity and perspec-

tivality. First, Cappelen and Dever argue for the claim that we’ve called OT,

that the phenomenon of “essential indexicality” is simply a special instance of the

phenomenon of opacity. On the account of opacity that we’ve provided, it is clear

why OT would be true. Different referring expressions, indexical or otherwise,

will initiate and hop onto anaphoric chains in different ways, and these differ-

ent ways of referring will be discursively and conceptually significant in different

ways. The proper names “Clarke” and “Superman,” while they refer rigidly to

the same guy, can be understood as anaphorically inheriting different sets of

substitutional commitments in a given discursive context. Likewise, indexicals

such as “I,” “You,” or (pointing) “That guy,” will each introduce or hop onto

anaphoric chains in different ways. While the precise nature of the difference

is not going to be exactly the same in speaking of the difference in discursive

significance between two proper names, the difference between a proper name

and an indexical expression, or the difference between two types of indexical ex-

pressions, all of them can provide us with instances of the phenomena explained

by the general account of opacity with which the anaphoric theory of reference

provides us.

In the case of indexicals, we can think of the sense of the expression as de-

termined by the expression’s Kaplanian character, for that character just is the

way in which the expression figures into anaphoric chains. We’ve already seen

a bit of this in the dialogue between Lois and Clarke, but let’s elaborate a bit

to see how this sort of account extends to examples involving the first-person

pronoun “I.” On a standard Kaplanian semantics for indexicals, the expression
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“I,” as employed by a particular speaker, refers directly to that speaker. As com-

petent language speakers, we grasp this semantic fact in grasping how to use the

expression “I.” Grasping how the expression is used and using it in accordance

with this use, I know that, when I say “I,” I’m the person to whom I’ve referred.

Whoever I am, whatever I do or do not know about myself, I know that, when I

say “I,” I’m talking about me. Note that there is an anaphoric chain that these

employments of the first-person pronoun keep hopping onto, and my grasp that

it tracks me is independent of any particular facts or knowledge that I have about

myself. The referential function of the expression “I” is such as to refer directly

back to the speaker, and so, when I employ this expression, I know that I am

speaking of myself. When I employ “I” in the expression of some commitment,

I know that I can be taken to anaphorically inherit the set of commitments that

ascribe the commitment I’ve expressed to me, however I may be be specified.

Thus, I might find out various things about myself, for instance, that I am the

shopper with the torn sack, and thus come to realize that I, the individual I’ve

been referring to using the expression “I,” am the shopper with the torn sack.

We now return again to the famous Perry example with which we started.

Perry originally thinks that the shopper with the torn sack is making a mess,

a thought he’d express by saying “The shopper with the torn sack is making a

mess.” Using this definite description in what Donellen (1966) would call the

“attributive” use, Perry refers to whoever satisfies the definite description “the

shopper with a torn sack.” Perry takes the use of this expression to introduce a

particular anaphoric chain, such that, anyone who employs an anaphoric depen-

dent expression will be talking (if about anyone at all) about the same guy that

he’s talking about, whoever (if anyone) it is that is shopper with the torn sack,

they are talking about that guy. Perry takes certain substitutions between the
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terms in this chain to be licensed, for instance “the shopper spilling sugar all over

the Safeway,” “the shopper I am currently chasing,” and so on. Here, he grabs

hold of a chain. He does not take it, however, that the chain of which he grabs

hold are also substitutable with the set of expressions that refer to him, such as

“I” (as spoken by him), “Perry,” “The guy who wrote Frege on Demonstratives’,”

and so on. So, at the outset, he takes there to be two distinct anaphoric chains

tracking two distinct individuals, the messy shopper and himself. When he real-

izes that he’s the messy shopper, he realizes that these two apparently distinct

chains, in fact, track the same individual. In thinking of the messy shopper,

he’s been thinking of himself the whole time. Though the particulars are differ-

ent, this is the same general sort of explanation we’ve just given with respect

to the case in which Lois fails to grasp that Clarke and Superman are the same

individual—she takes there to be two anaphoric chains, but these apparently

distinct chains actually track a single individual. These two examples illustrate

two instances of the same phenomenon: opacity. OT, the opacity thesis, is true.

While we’re fundamentally in agreement with Cappelen and Dever in endors-

ing OT, the account of opacity we’ve just given requires us to understand the

perspectival nature of belief-attribution, the distinction between the way we, the

attributors, are thinking about things and the way the person to whom we’re

attributing beliefs is thinking about things. The distinction between the per-

spective we take on our own commitments, and the perspective we take on those

we attribute to others, is essential to the account of opacity offered here. The

moral to draw from the sameness of the Perry case with the Lois case isn’t that

perspectivality is philosophically shallow, as Cappelen and Dever claim, but that

it’s particularly deep. Indeed, wherever we attribute conceptually significant

contents to discursive practitioners, we must take the perspectival form of the
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act of attribution into account, thinking of how that practitioner’s commitments

may compare and differ from our own. In this way, perspectivality permeates the

whole of conceptual understanding. Conceptual contents are essentially expres-

sively perspectival. ST, the shallowness thesis, is false.
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