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Abstract We argue that Recanati (2012) burdens his otherwise salutary BMental
File^ account of singular thought with an BActualist^ assumption that he has
inherited from the discussion of singular thought since at least Evans (1982),
according to which singular thoughts can only be about actual objects: apparent
singular thoughts involving Bempty^ (referenceless) terms lack truth-valuable
content. This assumption flies in the face of manifestly singular thoughts involv-
ing not only fictional and mistakenly postulated entities, such as Zeus and the
planet Vulcan, but also Bperceptual inexistents,^ e.g., Kanizsa figures, rainbows,
words and phonemes, as well as hosts of at best metaphysically problematic
Bobjects,^ such as properties, numbers, ceremonies, contracts, symphonies, Bthe
sky,^ Bthe rain.^ Indeed, reflection on what seems to be the boundless diversity
of Bthings^ about which we seem to be able to have singular thoughts strongly
suggests that there may be no general metaphysics of objects, much less (what
Recanati calls) Bacquaintance^ and Bepistemically rewarding^ relations that
would distinguish singular from non-singular thought. We recommend that
Recanati and other mental file theorists confine the theory to a metaphysically
neutral account of singular thought as specific kind of internally Bfocused^
computational state, and not seek any general account of the relation of thought
to reality.
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François Recanati’s (2012) Mental Files is a recent, quite engaging contribution to a
now substantial discussion, extending back many decades, on singular thought, or those
mental structures that are responsible for agents’ abilities to think about and keep track
of particular things. Although we are immensely sympathetic to his discussion of mental
files as a way to account for such thoughts, in this paper we want to focus on one very
widely shared assumption of that discussion that plays a central role in Recanati’s book: 1

Actualism: Bthought about actual individual objects^ is thought about actual
objects virtually all2 external to the cognitive system.

This might sound to many ears as an innocuous, almost tautological assumption.
However, it’s important to see that, far from being verbal, it’s a quite substantive claim,
flying in the face of what would seem to some of us to be manifest cases in which
people have singular thoughts about things that don’t exist, e.g., Zeus.3 We want to
argue that many of the insights of Recanati’s conception of mental files can be not only
preserved, but improved without this, we think, deeply problematic assumption.

1 Singularism

Recanati advances his views as an alternative to BDescriptivism^ according to which:

we live in a qualitative world of properties -a world where objects only have
secondary or derivative status, from an epistemic point of view. ... Statements
allegedly about individual objects turn out to express general propositions: Ba is
G^ translates as BThe F is G, [which] as Russell pointed out... expresses a general
proposition. -(1912:4)

By contrast, BSingularism^:

holds that our thought is about individual objects as much as it is about properties.
Objects are given to us directly, in experience, and we do not necessarily think of
them as the bearers of such and such properties. -(2012:4)

This latter thesis is actually the conjunction of two claims that we would like to
distinguish, what in view of our reservations we will call:

1 It was first defended quite vigorously by Evans (1982), although the idea first appears in McDowell (1977).
It has (to our mind) been surprisingly tenacious since then: Robin Jeshion in her (2010) book on singular
thought sees the assumption shared by Donnellan (1966a, b), McDowell (1984, 1986), Boer and Lycan
(1986), Bach (1987), Salmon (1987), Kaplan (1989, 2005), Soames (2002, 2003), and Reimer (2004).
(Donnellan 1966a, b; Burge 1977, and Devitt 1985, are striking exceptions; see fns 21–22 below.) To keep
this short paper short, we consider only Recanati’s discussion, but suspect that much of what we will say
would apply equally to these other views.
2 We say Bvirtually all,^ since the only Binternal object^ Recanati considers is the self (2012:60–70). There
presumably are of course singular thoughts about other Binternal objects^ -sensations and thoughts themselves,
but Recanati prudently doesn’t complicate his discussion with them, and so we won’t either.
3 We’ll discuss in §5 Recanati’s qualifications that allow for some cases in which a thinker merely Banticipates
being acquainted^ with an object.
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Actualist Singularism: Our thought is about actual individual objects as much as
it is about properties.

Acquaintance: Objects are given to us directly in experience, and we do not
necessarily think of them as the bearers of such and such properties -(2012:p4)

One of the main claims Recanati defends is an explanation of actualist singular
thoughts by his:

Actualist Mental Files: BTo entertain a singular thought about an object a is to
activate a mental file based upon some acquaintance relation with a. The Bmode
of presentation^ under which a is thought of is not constituted by the properties
which the thinker takes the referent to have (i.e., the properties represented in the
file), but, rather, by the file itself. The file is what plays the role which Fregean
theory assigns to modes of presentation.^ -(2012:221)

Recanati claims that his theses are Bsemantic/epistemological…not metaphysical
theses^ (2012:5fn3). However, we think he fails to notice that his theses do in fact
involve quite substantial metaphysical commitments, viz., to there actually being
objects of singular thoughts for us to be acquainted with! But, for reasons we will set
out below, we think it is doubtful that we can count on the world really to afford all the
varieties of Bobjects^ about which we can have singular thoughts, much less that there
is some special acquaintance relation a thinker must bear to them. Consequently, we
would like to urge more modest Bneutralist^ versions of his (and others’) Actualist
theses regarding Singularism and Mental Files: 4

Neutralist Singularism: We can think of objects with singular thoughts involving
inidividual concepts, which may be expressed by a proper name or some deictic
or indexical representation and which (i) need not be equivalent to any descrip-
tion deployed by the thinker, and (ii) need not refer to some actual object.

Neutralist Mental Files: To entertain a singular thought is to activate a mental file
based upon an individual concept, which need not refer to an actual object. Some
portion of that mental file may correspond to a Fregean Bsense.^

That is, we want to endorse a view of Singularism and Mental Files that is neutral
with respect to whether the objects of singular thoughts are actual things, as well as to
whether we are Bacquainted^ with Bthem.^5

4 These neutralist positions are subject to the qualification of BWeak Externalism,^ which we’ll discuss shortly.
5 Notice our neutralist views, unlike Recanati’s, therefore do not entail any substantial metaphysical commit-
ments. We can remain happily agnostic on the question that we suspect primarily concerned Quine (and
occasionally Russell) of whether the world itself (described by science) actually contains individuals in
addition to qualitative properties. In the view of at least (and at most) one of us (GR), it could turn out to
be an important psychosemantic fact that humans think singular thoughts without there actually existing any
individual objects that satisfy them. Sure, all such (atomic) beliefs would be false; but animals all the time
survive with false beliefs that are Btrue enough.^
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We should stress that we are sympathetic with the, by now, quite familiar consid-
erations of, e.g., Kripke (1972/80) that have led Recanati to his views. There seems to
us no question that the kind of simple Descriptivist theories of reference that have been
proposed are inadequate to capture the singular thoughts that play an important role in
our mental lives. And we find Recanati’s hypothesis of Mental Files, at least as a
specific kind of internal representation, a quite promising account of their possibility, in
contrast to Quine’s Descriptivist proposal of eliminating singular terms altogether
(2012:4). 6 But we’re puzzled by his burdening the existence and identity of these
internal files with a relation of acquaintance with actual objects in the external world.
It seems to us that Descriptivism, at least as a psychological (as opposed to a purely
metaphysical, cf. fn5) hypothesis, can be resisted without such a burden.

A crucial caveat from the start: one might worry that our neutrality about actual
objects would invite an extreme internalism, according to which, for all that psychology
cares, people could be brains in vats. But nothing of the sort is implied by the
internalism we’ll be urging. At least for the nonce, we are happy to embrace:

Weak Externalism: some attitude contents depend for their identity in some way
or other upon some external facts.

As one of us has emphasized elsewhere,7 this is pretty much the only reasonable
conclusion to draw directly from the numerous Btwin^ thought experiments (where two
physically identical brains are thinking of different things as a result of being situated in
different environments). Any Bstronger^ externalisms, which try to cash out any of the
three existential quantifiers, are, like Recanati’s present proposal, speculative theories
of the specific relations that must obtain. It is these specific theories, not the weak
Btriply existential^ requirement that we doubt.

Although we endorse Weak Externalism, we don’t want to do so at the risk of
denying what we take to be the largely internalistic focus of explanatory psychology.
We reconcile the two by endorsing what might be called a correspondingly

Weak Internalism: Within the constraints of Weak Externalism, psychology is
largely concerned with causal and computational processes over internal inten-
tional states individuated largely independently of their relations to any specific
actual objects.

Thus, although, say, vision theory may well be constrained by operating in the
natural environments in which animals have evolved, and so may be committed to

6 We might add that we are also sympathetic to Recanati’s use of mental files as a strategy for solving Fregean
puzzles about identity statements, especially his discussion of the distinction between a file and its contents at
2012:38–41. But we think that, here too, our moderate internalist proposals would fare actually even better
than his Actualist ones (see the end of §5 below).
7 See Rey (2006, 2012). For example, psychological explanation may standardly involve construing a
system’s states as being generally responsive to features of its environment that it needs to notice to satisfy
various wants and needs (cf. Burge 1977:319ff); but this responsiveness might sometimes be quite indirectly
related to those features, as a result, for example, of idealization, or representations of the world that are on the
whole accurate enough that those wants and needs are sufficiently satisfied for the system to hobble on (see
fn5 above, and Recanati’s 1993, passing mention of Bholistic externalism,^ although we’d resist any
suggestion of semantic holism).
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internal representations of the edges and surfaces that those environments afford, we
doubt that it’s committed to internal representations of specific edges and surfaces
(we’ll consider some exceptions in §6 below).

In what follows, we’ll discuss in §2 the relation of Recanati’s views to views of
Frege and Russell, and in §3, his views of acquaintance. In §4 we’ll consider a
wide diversity of cases that we think present serious prima facie problems for his
Actualist views, the most difficult of such cases being those involving Bempty^
(referenceless) thoughts. We’ll discuss Recanati’s proposals about these latter
cases in §5, concluding in §6 that these and our other cases cast doubt on the
kind of general theory of the relation of singular thoughts to reality that Recanati
and others have been seeking.

2 Russell, Actualism, and the Notion of a Singular Thought

Russell (1912) famously insisted that our knowledge of the world was based upon
acquaintance with Bsense data.^ Whether or not there are such Bsense data,^ it was
fairly clear what sort of things they were supposed to be. Unlike Russell, Recanati
doesn’t provide an explicit discussion of what he takes the relevant class of Bobjects^ of
acquaintance to be, though, as we’ll see, particularly from his incorporation of the
views of Lewis (1999), it may be a very large class indeed. But modulo their different
understanding of the relevant acquaintance relation(s), Recanati’s view is in essential
respects Russellian.

Recanati presents his view as one that rejects Russell’s Bone-level semantics^ in
favor of a Fregean Btwo-level framework.^ However, for Recanati this doesn’t entail
the introduction of a second semantic notion, because what explains cognitive signif-
icance are mere mental files. And so, this doesn’t amount to an abandonment of
Russell’s views about meaning. It’s better seen as showing how a Russellian view
can be augmented by deploying the notion of a mental file to account for phenomena of
cognitive significance. (Recanati also operates with a Bcharacter/content^ distinction,
but that too amounts to an augmentation of a Russellian framework rather than a
revision.)

According to Recanati, Russell made a Bmajor mistake^ in departing from
Frege on whether the notion of reference alone suffices for an account of the
content of a representation (2012:7). In our view, Recanati makes a similarly large
mistake in not following Frege in allowing that there can be a sense without a
referent. That, too, is arguably an inheritance from Russell. Two semantic levels
may in fact be needed.

What motivates Recanati’s actualism? It doesn’t seem to be (anyway, we hope it’s
not) Russell’s foundational epistemic concerns. He just wants an alternative to
Descriptivism, and, with Bach (1987), wants therefore a distinction between
Bsatisfactional^ (or Bascriptive^) modes of referring to an object, and Brelational^ ones
(2012:19–20). He thinks a relation of acquaintance will do this work. But Bach’s
distinction is meant merely to capture the distinction between modes of reference
determination that do and modes that don’t (in Recanati’s own words) Bexploit the
contextual relations in which we stand to what we think about^ (2012:21). And there
may be other ways to exploit Bcontextual relations^ other than by appealing to an
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actual object of thought. 8 This is at least the possibility to which we think our
discussion will point (see §§5-6 below).

3 Acquaintance

For all of Recanati’s appeals to a relation of Bacquaintance,^ we find it difficult to
determine precisely what he has in mind. His initial characterization that we quoted
above stresses the lack of (property) concepts, as do later passages (2012:29), where he
also cites with approval Pylyshyn’s (2003, 2007) view, according to which there’s no
conceptualization whatever for basic visual Bindices.^9 However, in other passages he
does enrich the idea, writing:

In general, there is acquaintance with an object whenever we are so related to that
object that we can gain information from it, on the basis of that relation.
Acquaintance relations are epistemically rewarding (ER) relations… -(2012:20)

ER relations in turn are relations that:

enable the subject to gain information from the objects to which he stands in these
relations....Relations of perceptual acquaintance are ER relations: they are the sort
of relation to objects which makes the perceptual flow of information possible. -
(2012:35)

But he then adds a crucial footnote, relying on a suggestion of David Lewis (1999),
which extends ERs far beyond immediate perception, indicating how broadly he
understands how we can be Bso related to an object that we can gain information from
it^:

The paradigm [of acquaintance relations] is, of course, perceptual acquain-
tance, but the notion can be generalized Bin virtue of the analogy between
relations of perceptual acquaintance and other, more tenuous, relations of
epistemic rapport. There are relations that someone bears to me when I get a
letter from him, or I watch the swerving of a car he is driving, or I read his
biography, or I hear him mentioned by name, or I investigate the clues he has
left at the scene of the crime. In each case there are causal chains from him
to me of a sort which would permit a flow of information: perhaps I get
misinformation, but still the channel is there. I call such relations as these
relations of acquiantance (Lewis 1999:380–1).^ [returning to main text:]
According to the account I develop in this book, different types of file
correspond to different types of relation. -(2012:34–5,fn5)

8 It’s important to notice that Bach’s distinction is, as Recanati points out, inspired by Burge’s (1977) paper
BDe re Thoughts,^ but that it’s by no means clear that de re thoughts need, constitutively, involve acquaintance
or the existence of their objects; see fn22 below.
9 What Pylyshyn calls BFINSTs,^ that track simple BFINGS,^ or moving dots in his Bmultiple tracking
experiments.^
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Now, it’s a shame that Recanati relegated this expansion of (ER) relations to a
footnote.10 For it’s hard not to wonder what’s left of the notion of acquaintance, once
it’s allowed that it may involve the kinds of cognitively rich causal chains that mediate
a person’s understanding of letters, cars, biographies, uses of names, or evidence of a
crime.11 To be sure, in the cases being imagined, there are causal chains between a
thinker and the object being thought about; but there are causal chains connecting most
pairs of things in the world: any normally educated person has a pretty good idea about
how in principle to Bgain information^ about most anything.12 After all, everything is
potential evidence of practically everything else, if you can only figure out how to mine
it, since most everything (at least in the relevant past light cones) is causally related to
most everything else.

Thus, take Kaplan’s (1969) parade example of what would appear to be a non-
singular case: at least ordinarily, Ralph doesn’t really suspect someone of being a spy
merely by virtue of believing the shortest spy is a spy, and the fact that very spy does in
fact exert a causal, e.g., merely gravitational, influence on him (and he’d find him, if
only he’d really exploit the available information channels!). Recanati needs some way
of specifying the right, distinctive (ER) relations for what he regards as genuine
singular thoughts. We suspect he has in mind the kind of Bcausal chains^ that Lewis
mentions, and which Kripke (1972/80) and Devitt (1981) discuss, but we haven’t been
able to find any discussion of constraints on these chains that would suitably restrict the
(ER) relations.13 However, we think the wide variety of examples of Bobjects^ about
which people can have singular thought that we will consider argues against there being
any generally specifiable distinctive (ER) relations to which Recanati can appeal.
Indeed, it seems to us that there are plenty of singular thoughts that would seem to
involve no real relations at all. 14

10 One, moreover, in which he relies on a discussion by Lewis that was not in the service of capturing singular
thought, much less mental files. Lewis (1999) is concerned with a problem he shares with Hintikka, about
Bcross-identification^ of Bcounterparts^ across possible worlds as a way of dealing with, e.g., Macbeth’s
hallucinated dagger, an issue that we earnestly hope is orthogonal to issues about singular thoughts.
11 It seems to us extremely odd of both Lewis and Recanati to speak of Bacquaintance^ in these latter cases,
but we presume that all that’s really important for Recanati are the (ER) relations that are grounded in
(someone or other’s) instances of more literal perceptual acquaintance. Here he might exploit his distinction
between files and Bproto-files,^ which involve binding of information Bsub-personally^ (2012:98), and so
distinguish Bderived^ from Bdirect,^ acquaintance.
12 We’ll discuss some exceptions in §3 -but they will be exceptions about which someone would seem
nonetheless to be able to have perfectly good singular thoughts! It’s worth noting that the suggestion that all of
a creature’s thoughts must be grounded in causal/perceptual conditions is a theme of Fodor and Pylyshyn
(2015), although we doubt very much that they would claim that thinkers are Bacquainted^ with all of the
objects so grounded –but they’re also not concerned with only singular thought. But, actually, we think even
this weaker claim is likely to be false in light of some of the cases, particularly Bperceptual inexistents,^ that
we discuss (see §4.4), and the possibility of our perceptual representations being only roughly true (see fns 8
and 10 above).
13 If Recanati were to rely on Ba causal theory of reference,^ he would, of course, have to address the standard
problems that have been raised for such a theory by, e.g., Evans (1977) and Devitt and Sterelny (1987).
Particularly worrisome is the Bqua^ problem: don’t the links of suitable causal chains, e.g., demonstrations,
dubbings, communications of names, need to involve people seeing or hearing these links as referring to things
qua, e.g., object, (temporal or spatial) part of an object, or qua any of the innumerable kinds in which an
ostended object can belong, the worry here being that some sort of Descriptivism may be needed after all.
14 Recanati (2012:158) actually provides for some acquaintanceless singular thoughts: we postpone discussing
this (for us) further problematic provision to §5.
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4 Problematic Cases

There are both metaphysical and epistemic problems with Recanati’s notion of acquain-
tance, his epistemic claims depending upon problematic metaphysical presumptions about
the kinds of Bobjects^ there are with which someone could plausibly be acquainted.

So far as we can find, Recanati nowhere discusses what counts as an Bobject.^ We
will assume he is simply taking for granted the kinds of examples standard in the
literature that he discusses: people, planets, animals, concrete artifacts, and concrete
natural kinds (where Bconcrete^ means Bhaving fairly definite space time location^).
We’re not sure his theory will in the end work even for them, but we leave that for the
reader to judge in view of the problems raised by more obviously difficult cases (of
which we think we are really only providing an almost random sample).

4.1 The General Diversity of BObjects^

On the face of it, it would certainly appear that one can and does have singular thoughts
about anything: not only Recanati’s (excessively?) familiar examples of people and
planets, but: species, kinds; (types and tokens of) books, plays and symphonies;
performances, ceremonies, (annulled) marriages, (forged) contracts; the stock market,
stock market crashes, companies, stores, clubs; galaxies, Black Holes; and (to take
some now standard examples from Chomsky 2000:135) flaws in arguments, BJoe Six
Pack,^ a person’s health, and Bthe inner track that Raytheon has on the latest missile
contract.^ It is at least controversial whether all these Bthings^ (as opposed to our
representations of them) enter into any serious causal relations at all, much less the
special (ER) ones that Recanati needs to sustain Bacquaintance.^

Some particularly troublesome cases:

4.2 Abstract Objects

Abstracta, e.g., numbers, sets, properties, categories, are, of course, familiar enough to
philosophers, and it’s more than a little surprising that Recanati nowhere discusses
them. It’s hard to believe people don’t sometimes have singular thoughts about them
(Bthe winning number,^ BHis favorite category,^ Bthat property that makes her face so
beautiful,^ cp. Loar 1997, on Brecognitional concepts^). Whatever these various
abstracta are, it would require considerable discussion to show how we have any
serious acquaintance with them (Russell 1912, flirts with acquaintance with some
universals, but provides no details, and soon gives up on such a view). But, in any
case, can we have Bacquaintance^ with a number or property without having a concept
of it? If, as seems likely, we can’t, it’s unclear what would be left of the distinction
between acquaintance and description, at least as Recanati seems to want to draw it.

Indeed, notice that here the implicit verificationism that we fear Recanati’s proposals
presume begins to be problematic. Speaking at least for ourselves (but we expect
virtually all those unequipped with a happy epistemology to cover such cases), we
are not at all sure how or even whether we anticipate becoming the least acquainted, or
even really seriously knowledgeable, about many abstract entities about which we seem
to have singular thoughts: goodness, justice, the American Way (BI’m not sure exactly
what justice is, or whether anyone will ever know, but it is a cardinal virtue about which
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Rawls wrote an interesting book^; BThere’s this thing, ‘the AmericanWay,’ that we fear
too many people may regard as sacrosanct^).

4.3 Weird BObjects^

An instructive exercise for anyone concerned with reference and ontology is to consider
what the referents might be of the common singular thoughts we seem to have about
Bthe sky,^ Bthe heavens,^ Bthe wind,^ Bthe rain,^ Bthe tide,^ Bocean waves,^
Bshadows,^ Breflections,^ and, again, rainbows and Bhalos^ around the moon -and even
(especially?) the Bpresent time^ and Bpresent place^ needed by Kaplanian Bcharacter^:
are these really serious things with which anyone stands in any special causal or (ER)
relations? Perhaps some metaphysicians can provide suitable paraphrases or constructions
for such cases, but it's hard to believe they, much less (ER) relations to them, are really
required in order to vindicate our frequent singular thoughts about such Bthings.^ Indeed, we
strongly suspect the right view about many of these Bthings^ is that they don’t exist at all.

This last possibility, of course, raises what we think is an immense category that
obviously presents a problem for any Actualist:

4.4 Empty terms/Intentional Inexistents

This is a category that Franz Brentano (1874/1973) famously resurrected from medi-
eval philosophy, whose importance to psychology we think has been greatly
underestimated by much contemporary philosophy. For our purposes they may be
regarded as Bobjects^ of thought or percpetion that don’t actually exist, indeed, whose
existence a thinker might readily deny. 15 They are usually associated with merely
deliberate Bfictional^ characters (Sherlock Holmes, Santa Claus), or objects posited by
elaborate theories (the ether, phlogiston, either the god or the planet Vulcan). Of course,
as Recanati notes, these also present prima facie problems for his views, and he
considers several strategies to deal with them -e.g., pretense, meta-representation
(2012:204)- that we will consider in due course (§5). Before we do, however, we want
to call attention to the full range of cases that needs to be considered.

A particular class of cases that we think has not received sufficient attention is what we
call Bperceptual inexistents^: as one of us has stressed elsewhere (Rey 2006, 2012), such
Bentities^ seem to be posited quite regularly in psychology in cases of early perceptual
content, as when one Bsees^ Kanizsa figures with illusory contours (examples are easily
available via google), or rainbows, mirages, cartoon figures, or–for many linguists going
back at least to Sapir (1933)/49)–standard linguistic entities such as phonemes, words and
sentences.16 What’s challenging about such cases is that some of the usual strategies for

15 We should stress that we are not endorsing any special metaphysics of such objects: if they are inexistent,
then they do not, in our view, exist: nowhere, nohow. To a first approximation, we regard them as what seems
to be merely a standard, if oblique way of talking about the intentional contents of specific intentional states,
the Bthings^ these states are Babout,^ even when those Bthings^ patently don’t exist. See Cartwright (1960/87),
Rey (2012) and Crane (2013) for discussion.
16 An interesting set of examples is pointed out by another famous French philosopher: Sartre (1943/56) calls
attention to how he Bsees the absence of Pierre^ in a café. Maybe he doesn’t actually Bsee^ the absence; but he
certainly seems to be able to think about and Bkeep track of it^ singularly, as when he stares impatiently at the
spot where Pierre was supposed to appear. See Sorensen (2008) for discussion of other cases.
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dealing with empty terms don’t seem quite so plausible for them (people don’t normally
regard words and rainbows as involving deliberate pretense or meta-representation). Worse,
many philosophers and psychologists have reasonably argued that there are no real triangles
(or none that anyone could causally interact with), nor any real Bsecondary properties/
objects,^ such as colors, tastes, sounds, despite such Bthings^ and Bproperties^ being
routinely represented, often singularly, in perception (Bthat shade of blue,^ Bthat sublime
taste^). Any doctrine of singular properties and thoughts that demands acquaintance as a real
relation to such at least highly controversial Bthings^ would have a lot of explaining to do.

Or so we would like to insist. We’re aware, however, that there is the authority of
Gareth Evans (1982) and his disciples against us, according to which singular thought
is akin to thoughts expressed by demonstratives, and that a sentence with a demon-
strative that doesn’t succeed in picking out anything real in the world does not have
truth-valuable content (at best, people in such cases have Bnearby thoughts^). We
seriously doubt this latter view, but the topic deserves extended discussion.

5 Can there be Referenceless Singular Thoughts?

Pace Evans, it seems to us that there is an important place in psychology for taking
Bempty^ demonstratives that fail to refer to actual objects to contribute crucial content to
both perceptions and thought, particularly in the perceptual cases we’ve mentioned. After
all, people can reason quite elaborately about the apparent specific objects (BIf that triangle
were removed, there’d be three disks,^ BThat wordwas either foreign ormispronounced.^).
Indeed, they –especially philosophers!- sometimes will press arguments that the Bthings^
are really there after all. But sometimes –for example, ourselves in the case of rainbows–
people know full well the things don’t exist, but they acquiesce in ordinary reasoning about
Bthem^ nonetheless (BSomewhere over the rainbow…^) without any serious expectation
that there are (ER) relations that will allow them to become better acquainted with them
(n.b., the rainbows themselves). Or consider those Binner voices^ (e.g., Socrates’
Bdaemon^) the likes of which many of us seem to hear urging us on: unless we’re
schizophrenic, we don’t believe they’re actual, and certainly haven’t the slightest idea of
how we’d find out more about Bthem.^ They seem to come from Bnowhere.^

As we mentioned (fn17), there are a number of points at which Recanati appears to
allow for acquaintanceless thoughts, but we think these appearances are misleading.
Thus, replying to an objection similar to ours raised by Crane (2011), Recanati writes:

In contrast to Crane, I hold that there are two distinct notions: what someone is
thinking in the sense of the mental representation that is tokened in one’s mind
(which representation is endowed with a primary content akin to a Kaplanian
character), and the semantic (truth-conditional, secondary) content of that repre-
sentation. –(2012:247)

But such a concession misses the fact we’ve been stressing that, unlike Kaplanian
character, referenceless thought enters into the rich rational, truth-evaluable reasoning
about perceptual and other intentional inexistents.

A more complex possibility, which we confess we find a bit Pickwickian, is raised
by Recanati’s appeal to a Bnormative^ condition. Since he thinks of a mental file as an
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item that serves a certain Bfunction^ in the mind, it involves a Bnormative requirement
corresponding to the function of the file^ (2012:63). The relevant normative require-
ment is not a Bde facto^ requirement that the agent actually be acquainted with an
object at the time he is perceiving or thinking about it, but a de jure requirement that a
subject Bshould stand in a suitable (ER) relation to some entity (the referent of the file)^
(2012:63,156). Since, Bthere is no function without a possibility of malfunction…,
there is no reason why a file could not be tokened even though the normative
requirement is not met^ (2012:63). Thus, there can be empty singular thoughts, since
it’s enough that a singular thought be subject to the de jure condition, even if the
condition is not satisfied. But the de jure condition has to be satisfied in a specific way.

In particular, for Recanati, this de jure condition is satisfied if(f?) the thinker
correctly anticipates acquaintance with the object: 17

What are the conditions on successful singular thought contents? … [O]ne can
express a singular thought only in virtue of some relation to the referent. But, I
have tentatively argued, the relation need not necessarily hold at the time of
tokening the singular thought.... One can think a singular thought (content) for the
time being, one has only the description to rely on, provided one is right in
anticipating that one will come into relation to the denotation of the description,
and be in a position to gain information from it. -(p169)

Put aside whether Banticipation^ actually provides any serious constraint. 18 The
reason we find all this a bit Pickwickian is that it (to our mind) drastically limits
acquaintanceless thought to merely thoughts that are acquaintanceless at a particular
time: the requirement of acquaintance with an actual object is still a de facto require-
ment across time, i.e., from a timeless perspective. Thus, an astronomer can be
acquainted with Neptune at a particular time if he correctly anticipates being in (ER)
relations with it.19 But, of course, he still couldn’t be acquainted with (the forever non-
existent) Vulcan (p164). Again, given the richness of thoughts that can occur in such
cases –not only the perceptual cases we discussed, but, one would have thought,
especially the careful astronomical calculations about just what properties Vulcan
should have– this just seems inconsistent with serious psychological explanation.

Recanati does recognize he should say a little more about such cases, but spends
only a few pages on them, considering options for which it’s hard to imagine any
independent psychological evidence: e.g., that such thoughts are Bmock^ or Bpretend^

17 Recanati’s proposal thus differs from BRadical Instrumentalism,B which holds that ^simply by coining a
mental name, opening a file, or using a demonstrative, one can think a singular thought^ (2012:163), and even
accepts the de jure condition, but doesn’t spell it out in terms of anticipation (2012:155–6,163-4).
18 Recanati allows that Bimagined acquaintance, just like expected acquaintance, justifies opening a file and
tokening a singular term in thought^ (2012:168). But, golly, can’t imaginative people imagine acquaintance
with most anything? So long as one subsequently (or counterfactually?, p165fn7) actually enters into (ER)
relations with the thing, et voilà!, one has a singular thought! –But maybe it’s also too substantive: as we’ve
mentioned, and speaking maybe only for ourselves, we really don’t anticipate getting acquainted with the
specific rainbows we nevertheless singularly admire, even in imagination.
19 In a footnote Recanati raises the possibility of counterfactuals for cases where an astronomer dies before
exploiting the (ER) relations. But, of course, unless some restriction is placed on the admissible counterfac-
tuals, then, as we already worried in the case of the Lewisian extensions of (ER) relations generally, everyone
would be acquainted with most everything!
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thoughts,^ or that they are Bmeta-representational,^ thoughts about the empty words or
thoughts themselves (2012:202–4). Although these latter options might sometimes be
plausible in the case of fairy-tales, it’s hard to see how they could be seriously sustained
in the case of perceptual inexistents, or in the cases of astronomers focused intently on
the causes of Mercury’s perihelion. 20

Instead of struggling to defend such tenuous accounts, we suggest re-thinking Evans’
considerations. For starters, why not suppose that all singular thoughts come with a
demonstrative element that is also bound by a uniqueness existential quantifier; or perhaps
that such quantification is a presupposition of such thoughts that renders those thoughts false
when the quantification is? Or perhaps the Bcharacter^ of the element requires not only a
function mapping a context to a thinker, a time, a place and a world, but also to a
contextually determined, internal Bfocus^ of the thought, the output of material that is the
focus of the thinker’s attention –e.g., the patterns created by refracted light in the sky, the
representations of Grecian talk of their gods– which, perhaps most importantly, enter into a
psychologically plausible explanation of how these stimuli gave rise to an internal singular
representation (e.g., it sure looks like there’s a rainbow in the sky; ancient Greeks did seem to
posit a god named BZeus^ etc.).21 N.b., the Bfocus^ need not refer to anything outside the
nervous system, but simply to the internal material involved in the process of attention, e.g.,
relatively proximal perceptual output. It’s the psychological explanation of this material (if
there is one) that would provide the grounds for the ascription of one singular content rather
than another to the mental file. Particularly given the problems raised by many of the other
kinds of cases we mentioned, such strategies deserve much more discussion than Recanati
(or, as far as we know, anyone else) has provided, before such a large range of apparent
singular thoughts is treated as spurious.22 In fact, we see Recanati’s very own postulation of
mental files as the Bsenses^ of tokens of terms in contexts as an excellent suggestion for the

20 An anonymous referree has pointed out the stress that, elsewhere, Recanati (2012) places on the Bevolutionary
basic function of storing information gained through acquaintance,^ presumably with, e.g., ordinary, BSpelke^
objects. But it’s precisely in anticipation of such a view that we’ve drawn attention to the pervasiveness of the
problem of non-Spelke objects even in elementary perception. If present theories of vision and phonology are on
the right track, it’s a serious possibility that the basic Bfunction^ of these systems is served by the representation of
nonexistent phonemes and Euclidean forms. See fn5 above for an extreme possibility in this regard.
21 Thus, unlike BRadical Instrumentalism,^ serious singular thoughts can’t be produced merely by Bcoining a
mental name, opening a file, or using a mental demonstrative^ (2012:163), say, as a result of a blow to the head.
But instead of requiring an actual object, what would be required would be the right sort of (weak) internalist
psychology, precisely as one would have pre-theoretically thought about characterizing a thought, no?

In his excellent review of Evans (1982), Devitt (1985) points to the strategy we have in mind:

A speakers’ demonstrative utterance that purports to refer to a person but is caused by a shadow can be
understood by someone who has a thought which is also based on the shadow. So the only difference
between the empty and the non-empty cases is that in the latter the source also qualifies as the referent.
–(p220)

Jonathan Berg has pointed out to us that Donnellan (1966a:296) allows for a similar distinction.
22 Burge (1977/2007) also provides a worked-out example of a Bnon-descriptivist^ alternative to Recanati’s
conception of a singular thought, which is compatible with the problematic cases we have pointed to. His
theoretical framework is one which rejects descriptivism, but at the same time insists that truth-evaluable
content does not depend on the existence of a referent: there are cases in which demonstrative or indexical
elements are applied, but unsuccessfully. They too have truth-evaluable content, and are singular insofar as
they purport (but fail) to be about a particular, contextually determined, object. Genuine de re attitudes are ones
whose contents do contain successfully applied demonstrative or indexical elements.
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content of empty terms23 -provided of course it’s freed of the commitment to acquaintance
with real objects!

6 General Prospects of Actualist Singularism

Recanati is seeking a quite general theory of the nature of singular thought (2102:153),
presumably comparable to the kind of theories sought in linguistics and theories of,
e.g., perception, attention, memory, cognitive dissonance, framing effects, etc.
However, it is worth noticing that almost all of his examples are of occasional folk,
singular explanations and intuitive judgments that have been the staple of the field for
the last 50 years or so: who was the speaker referring to at the party? How could John
think that Cicero but not Tully is bald? Given the diversity of kinds of Bobjects^ we’ve
mentioned, is there really any prospect of a general theory either of the metaphysics of
all these "objects" and their causal powers, or of any sufficiently specific relation we
might bear to them when we think about them with singular thoughts? Why think so?

To be sure, there’s a puzzle about when a singular thought can be regarded as genuinely
about some specific real thing, and, correspondingly, when we can significantly Bquantify
into^ the content of the thought: when can someone think the shortest spy is a spy having a
particular spy Bin mind^ (Kaplan 1969)? Specific causal relations are no doubt relevant in
many cases; but why think they are present in all?24 Why think there’s any general solution
to puzzles of this sort beyond occasion-relative pragmatics and forensics? Indeed, pace the
recent resurgence of interest in traditional Bmetaphysics,^ why think that there’s a general
satisfactory account of all the multitude of Bthings^ that we are able to think about? It’s hard
not to suspect that the majority of such issues are really just matters of pragmatics and
forensics.25 We submit that Recanati (inadvertently) expressed exactly the right idea when,
explicating Bach, he wrote what we quoted earlier: Bindexicals systematically exploit any of
various contextual relations inwhichwe stand towhat we talk about^ (2012:21, emph ours),
which might, again, be understood as Bfocusing^ singular thought, without, however,
necessarily involving any genuinely actual object we’re talking about.

23 Precisely along the lines of distinguishing a file from its contents that we find salutary in his treatment of
Frege puzzles (cf. fn6 above).
24 Recall Kripke’s (1972/80) denial that he’s proposing a causal theory of reference:

You may suspect me of proposing another theory in its place; but I hope not, because I’m sure it’s

wrong too if it is a theory… Philosophical analyses of some concept like reference, in completely

different terms which make no mention of reference, are very apt to fail.... I want to present a better

picture without giving a set of necessary and sufficient conditions. -(Kripke 1972/60:64,94).

We’re not sure we agree with him that all theories of intentionality are hopeless, but, when the cases are

as variegated and context dependent as mind-world relations appear to be, that is certainly an occasion to think

they might be in that case. (See Eaker (2014) for an excellent discussion of how Btwo-dimensionalist^ efforts

to express Kripke’s claims about reference have fallen afoul of his denial.)
25 We don’t mean to rule out a theory of the metaphysics of serious, explanatory sciences. But that project
seems to us to have a point in a way that doing the metaphysics of, e.g., Bthe sky,^ BTheseus’ ship,^ does not.
(Much of the scepticism we’re raising here has, of course, been a persistent theme of Chomsky’s, 2000,
unhappiness with much contemporary philosophy of language, to which we're of course indebted).
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What we think Recanati is right about is that there are categories of singular thought
that will require the kind of computational operations he nicely describes: proto and other
temporary files that undergo Bincremental conversion^ into more stable ones (2012:chps
6–7), to which various Bobjects^ of thought and perception thereby get attached -even
when (for us) the Bobjects^ are unreal. That is, all of this can be subsumed under our
neutralism and weak internalism: there is, so far as we can see, no need to burden the
account with Recanati’s claims of Acquaintance or his Actualist versions of Singularism
and Mental Files; and there are all the reasons we have provided to embrace the more
modest Neutralist versions of these views that we have recommended.

It’s worth noting some interesting apparent exceptions to our sceptical line, which,
however, we see as merely ones that Bprove the rule^ -or, anyway, provide an instructive
contrast to the usual cases. As Recanati notes (2012:61), each person is in a quite
systematic way acquainted with themselves, and his positing of SELF files provides a
nice account of this. Moreover, the role of such a file with the Bself^ as its referent is
systematic and arguably essential to the coordinating system of thought, perception and
action (BI’m late, so I’d better run now^ –although, again, it’s actually pretty obscure
what sort of Bobject^ now is).

Other possible examples are afforded by the remarkable navigational abilities of
animals, e.g., ants and bees, where there does seem to be a quite systematic relation
between at least the local geometry of space and time and the vector algebra by which
they appear to compute something that serves to guide them to burrows, prey or sources
of nectar they have discovered.26 And in some cases it does appear as though something
at least very like singular representations of specific objects may be involved, as when
birds represent various stars, and bees the azimuth of the sun (Gallistel 1990).

But, again, these cases are striking for being exceptional. As creatures become more
intelligent, flexible, ingenious and creative, their relations to their environments become
almost boundlessly varied, making them, we submit, capable of singular thought about
Bobjects^ to which they stand in any number of different relations -or none, as in the case
of inexistents.27

Are we endorsing the kind of scepticism about the prospects of any determinate
intentional psychology that one finds in the later Wittgenstein and Quine and their
followers? No. As we were at pains to stress at the outset, none of the examples we have
considered argue against at least weakly internalist theories of mental processes, along the

26 We want to be careful about saying precisely what the Bsomethings^ might be: Gallistel (1990) assumes
they are actual paths in space/time to which the animal’s vector representations are isomorphic; Burge
(1977):499–501) argues that, at least in the case of the desert ant, the computations are over simply proximal
stimuli, and so don’t genuinely represent anything at all. All that’s important here is that this a scientifically
possible example.
27 Which is why we’re sceptical of Devitt’s (2014) presumption that there must be theoretically interesting
causal accounts of reference. He writes:

whatever the size [of the classes of causally explained referential expressions], the causally-
explained kind is theoretically interesting, at least as interesting as the indexically-explained kind.
For, the kind is picked out by an ultimate explanation^ (p480).

But, although there may (have to) be an ultimate causal explanations grounding reference in every
particular case of causally explained referential expressions, it doesn't of course follow that there is one kind,
or even a manageable few, that includes all, or even most of the wide diversity of cases which we take ourselves
to have more or less randomly sampled. Does a theory of reference rest on a quantifier-order mistake?
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lines of the on-going psychological research into the areas we mentioned. Recanati’s
discussion of mental files is a welcome contribution to that research, but only if it is shorn
of its, we think, forlorn commitment to acquaintance, special (ER) or causal relations, or,
really, any single, general relation, between singular thoughts and their objects.
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