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Fregeanism and Relationism are competing families of solutions to Frege’s Puzzle, and
by extension, competing theories of propositional representation. My aim is to clarify
what is at stake between them by characterizing and evaluating a Relationist argument.
Relationists claim that it is cognitively possible for distinct token propositional attitudes
to be, in a sense, qualitatively indistinguishable - to differ in no intrinsic representational
features. The idea of an ‘intrinsic representational feature’ is not, however, made espe-
cially clear in the argument. I clarify it here and, having done so, offer reason to doubt
the argument. This will put us in a position to draw some lessons about the relation
between object-directed and representation-internal aspects of cognitive significance.

1 Fregeanism and Relationism

Call the role that a representation can play in rationalizing explanation its cognitive
significance; and call the way that a representation portrays properties and relations as
distributed over objects its referential content. Frege noted that the cognitive significance
of a representation is not determined by its referential content. Examples are easy to
find. Famously, (1 a) and (1 b) differ in cognitive significance.

(1) (a) Hesperus is Hesperus
(b) Hesperus is Phosphorous

Coming to believe (1 b) might be the result of empirical investigation and might prompt
a revision of other astronomical beliefs; no empirical evidence is relevant to (1 a), and
coming to believe it would not put one in a position to infer anything that one didn’t al-
ready believe. But (1 a) and (1 b) have the same referential content: they both represent
Venus as standing in the relation of identity to Venus. Frege challenged us to charac-
terize what, beyond the referential content of a representation, determines its cognitive
significance.

The Fregean strategy is familiar. Fregeans posit a two-layer theory of representa-
tional content. Each representation—atomic or complex—in addition to denoting its
referential content, expresses a sense. Senses are “modes of presentation” of objects.
Two representations can share referential content while differing in sense. The cognitive
significance of a representation is determined by its sense. The cognitive difference be-
tween (1 a) and (1 b) is explained by the fact that “Hesperus” and “Phosphorous” differ
in sense.
1[This is the penultimate version of a paper that is forthcoming in Noûs] This work was supported
by a fellowship from the Institute for the Humanities at the University of Illinois at Chicago. It
has benefited from discussion with an audience at the Institut Jean Nicod, and from discussion with
Mahrad Almotahari, Rachel Goodman, Richard Heck, Robert May, Michael Murez, Jim Pryor, Francois
Recanati, and two anonymous reviewers at Noûs.
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The trick, for Fregeans, comes in saying what senses are—in giving a theory of sense.
Though Frege himself did not offer such a theory, in places he suggested that senses were
descriptions: that is, that the sense of a representation is a descriptive condition that the
agent associates with it and which its referential content uniquely satisfies. Sophisticated
descriptivist approach to sense persist (e.g. (Jackson, 1998) Chalmers (2002))). But the
structure of Frege’s theory does not require the identification of senses with descriptions.
More on this shortly.

Relationism is a less familiar response to Frege’s puzzle.2 It rejects the form of
the Fregean approach, rather than some particular theory of sense. Put simply: where
Fregeanism posits representational properties; Relationism posits representational rela-
tions. Relationism aims to explain the cognitive difference between (1 a) and (1 b) in
terms of a representational relation which holds between the two occurrences of “Hespe-
rus” in (1 a) but does not hold between the occurrence of “Hesperus” and the occurrence
of “Phosphorous” in (1 b).

Relationism generalizes this kind of explanation beyond intra-representation rela-
tions to inter-representation relations. For the Relationist, the cognitive significance of
a particular representation—a particular sentence or mental state—depends in part on
relations which hold between its elements and elements of other representations. The
difference in cognitive significance between sentences with only a single occurrence of
“Hesperus” or “Phosphorous”—like (2 a) and (2 b)—is explained by the fact that the
occurrence of “Hesperus” in (2 a) stands in a representationally-relevant relation to oc-
currences of “Hesperus” in other representations (mutatis mutandis for “Phosphorous”
in (2 b)).

(2) (a) Hesperus is visible in the morning
(b) Phosphorus is visible in the morning

This paper explores the debate between Fregeanism and Relationism by evaluating a
style of argument for Relationism. Before continuing, a note: so far I’ve been talking
generically about representations. Frege’s puzzle has purchase both with respect to
language and with respect to thought. Here I’ll be focusing narrowly on thought, leaving
language largely to the side. We will consider Fregeanism and Relationism as competing
approaches to the content of propositional attitudes.

2 Relationism

I’ll assume that Fregeanism is familiar. Relationism is less established, so it will be worth
introducing it in more detail. The point of contention between Fregeanism and Rela-
tionism is the nature and explanatory status of coordination. When two singular terms
are coordinated, they represent their referential content ‘from the same perspective’.3 In
2As I understand the landscape, the approaches in (Putnam, 1954), (Fodor , 1990), and (Fiengo and
May , 2006) might be called proto-relationist. I would classify (Taschek , 1995, 1998), (Fine, 2009),
(Pinillos, 2011, 2015), (Heck , 2012), (Schroeter , 2012), and (Pryor , 2016) as Relationists proper. For
an overview, see (Gray , 2017).

3Though I adopt the term ‘coordination’ from Fine (2009), I mean to be using in a theory-neutral way
(sometimes Fine uses it in this way, and sometimes he uses it as to refer to an aspect of his Relationist
apparatus). Coordination, in this theory neutral sense, just picks out a rationally relevant relation
between representations. Taken in this sense, Fregeanism and Relationism offer different theories of
coordination.
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an informal sense, the coordination of two singular terms reflects the representational
presupposition that they share referential content. This is to be contrasted with a rep-
resentation which explicitly represents two objects to be identical, like (1 b) (cf. Fine’s
distinction between representing as the same, and representing to be the same (Fine,
2009, pg. 40)).

Coordination is relevant to cognitive significance in different ways (cf. (Millikan,
1997) on “mediate inferences”). The fact that singular terms are coordinated is relevant
to their joint inferential potential. Inferential transitions whose truth-preserving char-
acter depends on the identity of referential content across particular positions in their
premises require that those positions are coordinated (cf. Campbell’s (1987) trading on
identity). For example, from Hesperus is F and Hesperus is G an agent is in a position
to infer that something is F and G. The same inference is not licensed from Hesperus
is F and Phosphorous is G. An analogous point can be made with respect to action; in
many cases, that two representations—say a belief and a desire—about the same object
can rationalize an action directed at that object depends on coordination across those
representations: the belief that Hesperus is visible, and the desire to see Phosphorous
don’t jointly rationalize looking up. Finally, evaluations of the rationality of representa-
tional states depends on patterns of coordination: believing that Hesperus isn’t Hesperus
has a different rational status than believing that Hesperus isn’t Phosphorous.4

Coordination is at the heart of Relationist approaches to cognitive significance. The
function of the representational relations posited by Relationists is to establish coordi-
nation between representations. Relationism can be characterized by two theses, one
positive and one negative. The positive thesis is Cognitive Significance as Coordination
(CSC).

CSC Differences in cognitive significance between representations with the same refer-
ential content are explained by coordination (and its absence).5

The idea is that coordination between representations can do the explanatory work that
Fregeans want sense to do. Relationists hold that the difference in cognitive significance
between two representations that share referential content is explained by differences in
the way that elements of those representations are coordinated with elements of other
representations.

CSC should be understood more as a programmatic stance for Relationists, rather
than a strict maxim. Though this is not always explicit in their work, Relationist should
not insist that every cognitive difference between referentially-equivalent representations
is explained by coordination. I’m not aware, for example, of a Relationist treatment of
the cognitive difference between a third-person thought and a first-person thought with
the same referential content.6 As we will consider it, then, Relationism is a broad
4In this paragraph, and elsewhere in the paper, I write as though attitudes attributed with the same
name are coordinated and attitudes attributed with different names are not coordinated. This is at
best an imperfect generalization. I rely on it in this paper only as an expository device.

5See (Gray , 2017) for further discussion of this thesis. See also (Fodor , 1990), (Taschek , 1995), (Taylor ,
2003), (Fine, 2009, esp. Chp. 2–3), (Heck , 2012, esp. section 2–3).

6Heck (2012, pg. 161) acknowledges that the difference between a first-person thought and a third-
person thought might be explained otherwise than by coordination. A reviewer asks whether there
might be a Relationist version of the kind of scepticism about the de se we find in (Cappelen and
Dever , 2013) and (Magidor , 2015). For our purposes, I will mark this as a good question and register
my inclination to think not (for reasons that are related to the discussion below).
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approach, which would need to be precisified to make clear predictions. One of the
upshots of this investigation will be a constraint on how it should be developed. For
now, we can simply note that Relationists have thought that they could explain the
cognitive difference between, e.g., (1 a) and (1 b) by appealing only to coordination.

Relationism’s negative thesis concerns the representational structure of coordination;
we’ll call it Relationism about Coordination (RC).

RC The coordination of referential content is not determined by the sameness of (or
resemblance between) intrinsic representational features. Coordination is an irre-
ducibly relational representational feature.7

Much of the action of the paper will be directed at developing a characterization of the
idea of an intrinsic representational feature. For now we can introduce the idea the
way that Fine does. Fine contrasts intrinsic representational features with relational
representational features. Relational representational features are representational fea-
tures which “concern” relations between representations (2009, pg. 22). For example,
the synonymy of two representations is a relational representational feature. Intrin-
sic representational features are non-relational;8 they do not concern relations between
representations. So, for example, the reference of an expression is an intrinsic represen-
tational feature in this sense (ibid). But intrinsic representational features are not, in
principle, restricted to reference and related properties. It is clear that Fine considers
senses, of the traditional Fregean style, to be intrinsic representational features (more
carefully, he thinks they would be intrinsic representational features if there were any).

Relationism’s negative thesis should understood against the background of the Fregean
approach to coordination. Fregeans reject CSC, and so hold that there is more to cog-
nitive significance than reference and coordination. But they need not deny the rational
relevance of coordination either. Sense, for Fregeans, encodes a representation’s perspec-
tive on an object. So two representations share a perspective if and only if they share a
sense. This is to say that, for Fregeans, coordination is sameness of sense. This approach
to coordination gets its substance from a theory of sense. A theory which provides indi-
viduation conditions for senses will a determine an account of coordination. Independent
of a theory of sense, Fregeanism is only a framework for an account of coordination.

Relationists reject that framework; according to them it misrepresents the structure
of coordination. Independently of any particular account of sense, this structure pre-
supposes that the coordination of two representations is a matter of them sharing a
representational property. For Relationists, coordination is irreducibly relational.9 Rep-
resentations are not coordinated because they are the same, or similar, along some rep-
resentational dimension. They are coordinated because a representational relation holds
between them. The debate between Fregeans and Relationists is about the structure of
the distribution of intrinsic and relational representational features.
7See (Taschek , 1995, pg. 83), (Fine, 2009, pg. 42), (Pinillos, 2011), (Heck , 2012, esp. pg 144–5),
(Schroeter , 2012), (Pryor , 2016).

8It’s possible to be misled, in this context, by talk of ‘intrinsic’ representational features. We do not
mean: representational features which are intrinsic to the states which bear them.

9Care should be taken with this claim. The idea is that coordination is not reducible to any other
representational features. It might be, for all that Relationists have said, that we could give a reductive
account of coordination. It’s just that this account wouldn’t appeal to any representational properties
which explain coordination. Contrast this with the Fregean approach; on that approach, coordination
is explained by sense, which is, itself, a representational feature.
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This initial characterization of intrinsic representational features is purely negative
(viz., intrinsic representational features of a singular term are those that do not con-
cern its relation to other representations). This makes it less than perfectly clear what
Relationism is committed to denying, and thus makes it difficult to evaluate it. We
will work our way towards giving a positive characterization of intrinsic representational
features—and thus clarifying the choice between Fregeanism and Relationism—by con-
sidering a form of argument that Relationists have deployed against Fregeanism.

3 Indistinguishable senses

The structural difference between Fregean and Relationist approaches to cognitive sig-
nificance entails different possibilities for the distribution of intrinsic representational
features and coordination-relations. On the Fregean picture, if s1 and s2 differ in terms
of which other representations they are coordinated with (a relational representational
difference between them), they must also differ in their intrinsic representational features
(because for the Fregean, coordination is determined by sameness/difference of intrinsic
features). Relationists deny this. They hold that two states can differ in their coordina-
tion relations without differing in their representational properties. But the vagueness
of the notion of sense—or, perhaps, the proliferation of theories of sense—makes the
Fregean picture a moving target. To cut through the muddle, Relationists pursue a
strategy which would refute any possible version of Fregeanism.

First, some terminology. I have been talking about ‘representations’ and ‘representa-
tional’ features. By ‘representations’ I simply mean attitude states (state tokens or state
types — more on which below). By ‘representational’ properties and relations, I have in
mind, paradigmatically, semantic or intentional properties. I’ll keep talking in terms of
‘representational’ properties and relations for a few reasons. First, I’m not sure whether
non-descriptive senses characterize semantic/intentional properties of attitude states; it
strikes me as a largely terminological matter. Second, there are forms of Relationism
which explicitly deny that the relations they posit are semantic features of attitude states
(Heck , 2012), (Pryor , 2016); Almotahari (2013) dubs this position Formal Relationism
(for more about this position see (Gray , 2017)). The dialectic below is independent of
the distinction between Formal and Semantic Relationists, so I use ‘representational’ to
encompass both sorts of relation. To get a fix on how I’m using the term, note that
I’ll generally be assuming that the representational properties and relations of attitude
states are those properties and relations which play a role in rationalizing psychological
explanation (I say ‘generally’, because this doesn’t straightforwardly apply to the dis-
cussion in section (7)). Readers who are only interested in Semantic Relationism, and
who are willing to treat non-descriptive senses as intentional features, can substitute
‘intentional’ for ‘representational’.

More terminology: we will say that coordination relations divide an agent’s repre-
sentation of the same object into coordinated bodies. A coordinated body is a collection
of the beliefs, desires, suppositions, etc of a particular agent at a particular time that
represent an object from the same perspective. Assuming that coordination is transi-
tive10, coordination relations will establish equivalence classes of representations: each of
10Fine assumes this about the intra-personal mental case. Pinillos (2011) rejects it. It doesn’t effect the
dialectic here, but it simplifies the formulations.
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these classes is a coordinated body of representations. Strictly speaking, the elements of
coordinated bodies are the object-representations that are constituents of propositional
representations. For example, in the belief that would be expressed with “Hesperus is
brighter than Phosphorus”, only one of the representations of Venus is coordinated with
the representation of Venus in the belief that would be expressed with “Hesperus is vis-
ible”. I will often allow myself to talk about coordination between propositional states,
when it is clear what is at stake. I will say, for example, that two beliefs are coordi-
nated, when strictly what is coordinated is the representations of a given object which
are constituents of those beliefs.

Relationists ask us to imagine a cognitive situation in which an agent has distinct
coordinated bodies of attitudes about the same object which are isomorphic in the fol-
lowing sense: there is a one-to-one mapping from one body to the other such that i) a
representation and its image are constituents of propositional states with the same ref-
erential content and force and ii) a representation and its image share the same intrinsic
representational features. Call this an indistinguishable sense (I-S) scenario and call the
elements of each body matched by such a function mirror elements.

Suppose I-S scenarios are cognitively possible. This would be a refutation of Fregeanism.
For any pair of coordinated representations, r 1 and r 2, in one body there will be a mirror-
pair of representations r 1′ and r 2′ in the other body. Given that r 1 and r 1′ share their in-
trinsic representational features, and r 2 and r 2′share their intrinsic features, the Fregean
could not explain why r 1 was not coordinated with r 2′ and r 1′ was not coordinated with
r 2. So each such quartet would violate the Fregean account of coordination.

The central argument against Fregeanism in (Fine, 2009) is a purported I-S scenario.
Fine writes:

[L]et us imagine a universe which is completely symmetric around someone’s
center of vision. Whatever she sees to her left is and looks qualitatively
identical to something she sees on her right (not that she conceptualizes the
two sides as “left” and “right” since that would introduce an asymmetry).
Fine (2009, pg 36. ) [...] Imagine that [she] sees Bruce in “double” and,
taking, him to be two people, starts to have simultaneous thoughts with
identical content about what each of the supposed two people is like [...] It
is clear that she is having two sets of singular thoughts about Bruce. It is
also clear that the thoughts in each set are coordinated with one another but
not with the thoughts of the other set. The Fregean must, therefore, suppose
that Bruce is given through one mode of presentation in one set of thoughts
and through another mode of presentation in the other set of thoughts. (ibid.
pg. 71).11

There are two bodies of attitudes about Bruce, identical in their referential content.The
set-up of the example precludes the Fregean from pointing to a difference in senses-
construed-as-descriptions. Fine goes on to assert that, given the representational prop-
erties of the two bodies, the Fregean can point to no “plausible non-descriptive difference”
between the representations in each body (ibid.). This amounts to the claim that there
11I combine the description of the case from two different parts of the book because the second descrip-
tion directly concerns thought—so is relevant to us—but it depends on details explained in the first
presentation.
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is no other kind of intrinsic representational differences between mirror elements. And
if this is right, it doesn’t matter what theory of sense we develop. It won’t be able to
make sense of this case.

Let’s grant that there are no referential differences between the bodies of attitudes
about Bruce: if there is only an egocentric spatial difference between the way the two
Bruce’s appear in the thinker’s cognition, and the thinker doesn’t possess the capacity
to think about space in egocentric terms, we can grant that she doesn’t represent Bruce
as having different spatial properties in the two bodies of belief.12 But it’s not clear
why Fine thinks that it is obvious that the Fregean cannot point to any relevant non-
descriptive intrinsic difference. The possibility of non-descriptive approaches to sense is
not seriously considered in (2009).13 And once we engage with those approaches, the
status of this example as a genuine I-S scenario is thrown into doubt.

Two notes before proceeding. First, it is natural to wonder whether the dispute be-
tween the Fregean and the Relationist is about attitude types or attitude tokens .14 In
fact, it’s about both. Relationists share the background assumption that token attitude
states are distinct only if they have different representational features (Fine (2009, pg.
75) calls this principle ‘doxastic link’). Though it’s true, then, that Relationists posit
token attitude states which Fregeans do not countenance, they do so by positing repre-
sentational features which Fregeans do not countenance. Neither faction countenances
brutely distinct token attitude states.15 It’s just that, for the Relationist, token attitude
states can differ in their representational relations without differing in their representa-
tional properties. So I won’t make hay from the token/type distinction in what follows.
In our terminology, the assumption that Relationists and Fregeans share is that token
representations are not distinct unless they have different representational features.

Second, we should note that I-S scenarios are the nuclear option for the Relationist
argument against Fregeanism. That is, the possibility of I-S scenarios is supposed to
sweep away all forms of Fregeanism. If it turned out that I-S scenarios are not pos-
sible—as I will argue it does—it would not show that Fregeanism is correct; it would
not show that there is some individuation of intrinsic representational features such that
sameness and difference of those features determines coordination. So there is a sense
in which the possibility of I-S scenarios is a stronger claim against the Fregean than the
Relationist really needs. But the issue is dialectically important because the possibility
of I-S scenarios is consistent with the basic Relationist structure and inconsistent with
the basic Fregean structure.
12Sosa (2010, pg. 351) is sceptical of even this claim.
13Fine says a little more about non descriptive approaches to sense (see pg. 37). But he seems to
assume an idiosyncratic picture of what non-descriptive approaches might be. Essentially, he seems to
be assuming that non-descriptive approaches must be causal-historical, and must involve something
like awareness of reference-fixing conditions. These assumptions are not made by the kinds of approach
I discuss below.

14Thanks to a reviewer at Noûs for prompting me to clarify this.
15This is slightly delicate with respect to Formal Relationists. But the point remains: for Formal
Relationists, token attitude states are only distinct if they differ in non-semantic representational
features (that is, in non-semantic features are which relevant to rationalizing explanation).
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4 Non-descriptive Fregeanism

As noted above, Fregeanism doesn’t require treating senses as descriptions. There is
a tradition of non-descriptive Fregeanism that developed, to some extent, as a way
to isolate the Fregean program from attacks on descriptivism. This approach has a
number of importantly different implementations — e.g. (Dummett , 1981, esp. chapter
5), (McDowell , 1977), (Evans , 1982, 1985), (Peacocke, 1981, 1983), (Récanati , 2012),
(Dickie, 2015). I’m going to ignore the differences here. I will characterize enough generic
features of the non-descriptive approach to put it into dialogue with Relationism.

Evans expresses the non-descriptive ethos:

Frege’s idea was that to understand an expression, one must not merely think
of the reference that it is the reference, but that one must, in so thinking,
think of the reference in a particular way. The way in which one must think
of the reference of an expression in order to understand it is that expression’s
sense. No substantial, or positive theory of the notion of a way of thinking of
something is presupposed by this conception of sense. If the intuitive notion
needs to be supplemented, we can appeal to the general idea of an account of
what makes it the case that a thought is about the object which it is about;
two people will then be thinking of an object in the same way if and only if
the account of what makes the one person’s thought about that object is the
same as the account of what makes the other person’s thought about that
object. (Evans , 1985, pg. 294)

The idea is that we can hold on to the claim that the cognitive significance of a repre-
sentation is tied to the way its reference is determined while abandoning the implausible
idea that, in general, reference is determined descriptively.

How should we think about reference-fixing if not descriptively? Speaking generally,
non-descriptive Fregeans appeal to the way that representational states are bound up
with information-processing systems (Evans , 1982, sect. 5.2). On this model, senses are
understood as ways of gaining information from, and acting on, objects. Token proposi-
tional attitudes are situated in an agent’s cognitive architecture so as to have connections
to systems of perceiving and acting; connections which are not fully determined by the
referential content of those representations. For example, that a particular belief B is
about o might be explained in terms of the way that B is hooked up with systems of
perception and action which connect B to o. This will manifest itself, for example, in
an agent’s disposition to take information derived from a specific perceptual relation
to o as directly relevant to the truth of B (Evans , 1982, pg. 121) (Evans , 1985, pg.
303ff)(Peacocke, 1983, pg. 109ff). Other beliefs about o—even other beliefs with the
same referential content—might be differently situated in the cognitive system.

We should pause to emphasize the ‘directness’ appealed to in the characterization
of these informational dispositions. The idea is that these dispositions are not fully
explained by the referential content of the agent’s representations of the relevant object.
While blindfolded, I might believe based on testimony that there is a blue cube in front
of me. And there is surely a sense in which at the moment before my captors take my
blindfold off, I am disposed to treat information from the blue cube in front of me as
relevant to that belief. After all, when the blindfold comes off I’ll see it and if it looks
expensive, I’ll come to believe that it is expensive. But that disposition depends on my
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believing of the object that it is a blue cube. These are not the kind of dispositions that
are relevant to non-descriptive senses on this model (Evans , 1982, pg. 271). The idea
is that there are dispositions which are not grounded in representing objects as bearing
properties and then identifying them via those properties.16

As the passage from Evans illustrates, the non-descriptive approach to sense generates
an account of coordination (see also (Peacocke, 1981, pg. 195)). Two representations
which refer to o are coordinated if and only if the account of what makes them about o
is the same. For this to be of much help, we would have to a sense of how to individuate
such accounts. And this isn’t straightforward.

To get a sense of the approach, we’ll focus for now on ‘easy’ cases—cases where
the non-descriptive account appears to offer illumination. Suppose that an agent has
two uncoordinated beliefs about Jane, one which she would express with “Jane Smith
is an accomplished mathematician” and the other she would express with “That woman
dropped her hat”. It doesn’t seem implausible to suggest, as the non-descriptive Fregean
does, that the fact that the two representations of Jane are not coordinated is connected
to the fact that the two beliefs are differently situated with respect to information-
processing. The second belief deploys a way of thinking about Jane which is made
possible by a perceptual link to Jane, and could be deployed in an action which requires
representing Jane in egocentric space (say, reaching out to return her hat). The first
belief deploys a way of thinking about Jane which is made possible by the ability to
understand utterances involving the name “Jane Smith” and which could be deployed in
name-involving utterances about her.17

What is relevant for us going forward is that on this family of approaches, the sense
of a representation is constitutively connected to ways of perceiving and acting on ob-
jects that are not determined by their referential content. Recall that we are trying
to understand the way that the cognitive significance of a propositional attitude might
exceed its referential content. Non-descriptive Fregeanism holds that propositional at-
titudes might be such that they stand in rationally-relevant relations to objects which
are not determined by referential content. Two beliefs about the same object might
differ in the way that they are rationalized by perceptual relations to that object, or
might differ in the way that they rationalize actions directed at that object. Here, then,
is one thing that an intrinsic representational feature might be: a rationally-relevant
information-dispositional relation to an object.

5 Indistinguishable senses again

With the outlines of non-descriptive Fregeanism in view, let’s return to Fine’s putative
I-S scenario. Note that Fine doesn’t explain how it comes to be that the thinker sees
Bruce “in double”. But this is a crucial aspect of the case for the non-descriptive Fregean.
16This means that non-descriptive Fregeans must rely on empirical results about perceptual information-
processing in developing their approach. For a representative example, see (Dickie, 2011).

17A question arises about whether these name-using dispositions can really be fit into the same mold
as perceptual relations to objects. It might be, on the contrary, that the relevant informational
dispositions are grounded in agents’ representations of the properties of the named individuals. I
suggest as much in (Gray , 2016). For our purposes, it doesn’t matter what kind of direct information-
dispositions exist. The issue between the Fregean and Relationist is whether appeal to any such
dispositions is necessary to characterize cognitive significance.
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Suppose that the illusion is the result of well-placed mirror. So the two bodies of belief
about Bruce are generated via attention to different parts of the visual field. This is
exactly the sort of difference that non-descriptive Fregeans would treat as a difference in
sense (see, for example, (Peacocke, 1983, pg. 110)). The two bodies of information are
differently related to information derived from the object via different parts of the visual
field. These dispositions are maintained by non-conceptual abilities to track objects as
they move through egocentric space—see (Scholl , 2001, esp. sect. 5)—and so are ‘direct’
in the relevant sense.

A note of caution. I don’t want to suggest that it is easy to pull off the non-descriptive
Fregean story in cases like this. There are real questions about how to individuate
information-channels in a way that makes the non-descriptive approach plausible. The
point here is just that Fine hasn’t offered us any reason to think it can’t be done. For
I-S examples to do their dialectical job, these approaches must be engaged with.

Pryor (2016) re-imagines the I-S scenario, with this kind of worry in mind.18 He
writes:

Suppose Flugh is an alien whose many eyes are on long stalks, which can
wriggle through the maze of twisty little passages where he lives. The ex-
periences generated by his eyes are co-conscious, but not always spatially
integrated. On one day he has two qualitatively matching experiences of a
homogeneous sphere, without any presentation of how the spheres are spa-
tially related to each other. Neither experience even seems to be above, or to
the right, of the other. As it turns out Flugh is seeing only a single sphere.
In fact, it may be that he’s only seeing a single sphere with a single eye, but
through some signaling glitch in his brain, he now has cognitively distinct
mental presentations.” (2016, pg. 331-2)

The basic structure of the example is the same. We have distinct isomorphic bodies
of representations; they share referential content and corresponding elements appear to
differ in no intrinsic representational features. This version has features which make it
more troubling for the Fregean. The visual experiences generated by the different eyes
don’t combine into a visual field, so it isn’t clear what it comes to to say that they present
the sphere from a different perspective. If the perspectives differ, they seem to differ
merely numerically. More than that, Pryor floats the idea that the two presentations
might derive from the same eye-stalk and their division might be the result of a ‘glitch’;
so the Fregean could not even claim that the difference in sense should be located in the
relation each stands in to different eye-stalks.

But even here, the non-descriptive Fregean will think that some details have been left
out. First, what’s the nature of the ‘glitch’? Is it a one-time thing? If new information
comes in through the eye-stalks, where does it go? Suppose that the two bodies of
information are such that going forward new information derived from different eye-
stalks will be taken as differentially relevant to them. If information comes in from
stalk 1 it is added to one body; if information comes in from stalk 2, it goes into the
other body. If this is the case, the situation is assimilable to the non-descriptive Fregean
model. Elements of the two bodies of information differ intrinsically in terms of their
dispositional relation to different eye-stalks.
18Pryor doesn’t explicitly discuss non-descriptive Fregeanism. But it’s clear that he deploys this example
to avoid the kind of problems we found with Fine’s example. See his note 35.
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So to get a genuine I-S scenario we shouldn’t fill out the example that way. Let’s
suppose that either there is no regularity in how incoming information is sorted, or that
if there is a regularity it treats the two bodies of information the same way (perhaps, for
example, new information coming in from the relevant eye is ‘split’, and a representation
with the same referential content is added to each body).

Another question: how does Flugh translate his perceptual states into action? Sup-
pose that he sees something of interest on one of the visual feeds and wants to take a closer
look. What explains why the relevant eye-stalk moves towards the seen object? It’s pos-
sible, for anything that Pryor has said, that this depends on information-dispositional
facts about Flugh’s representational states. That is, it might be, as matter of cogni-
tive architecture, that information derived from a particular eye-stalk can govern the
movement of that stalk without special mediation by representational states about the
stalk.

Again, we can ask a question about the ‘glitch’: do elements of the two bodies
which result from the glitch differ in their information-dispositional relations to action?
Perhaps one body stands in a direct action-guiding relation to one eye-stalk, and the
other body stands in a direct action-guiding relation to another stalk. But, again, this
would make the case fit the non-descriptive Fregean mold. So we shouldn’t fill out the
example that way. We should suppose that the two bodies of information stand in the
same primitive action-guiding relation to the movement of each stalk (and to any other
action-types Flugh is capable of performing).

With all of this in place, are we sure that I-S scenarios are cognitively possible? Do
they characterize a possible arrangement of cognitive properties and relations? Convic-
tion begins to waiver. That purported I-S scenarios involve perceptual representations
is revealing. Focus on perceptual states can smuggle in the kind of intrinsic represen-
tational differences that non-descriptive Fregeans latch onto. Once we clearly stipulate
that those sorts of differences are absent—once we stipulate that mirror elements of each
body stand in the same information-dispositional relations to any possible perception or
action Flugh might involve himself in—it is less clear that I-S scenarios are cognitively
possible.

6 Indistinguishable senses and rationalizing explanation

It will be helpful, at this stage, to move to a higher level of abstraction. The kind of
response that non-descriptive Fregeans would give to I-S scenarios illustrates a more
basic clash between the Fregean and the Relationist.

To get perspective here, we can consider how I-S scenarios interact with rationalizing
explanation.19 If there were an agent with merely relationally distinct bodies of attitudes,
what would this mean for the possibilities of explaining her states and behaviours? Let’s
frame the question this way: consider an agent in an I-S scenario—call her Mira—and an
agent who differs from Mira only in the absence of one of the merely relationally distinct
bodies of attitudes—call her Una. Are there any rationalizing explanations we can give
of Mira which we cannot give of Una? And if so, what is their character?

What would be ideal for the Fregean would be to show that even according to the
Relationist’s own lights, there are no rationalizing explanations which could apply to
19The approach taken in this section is loosely inspired by the methodology in (Ninan, 2016).
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Mira and not to Una. But this is not the case. In this section, we will see that merely
numerically distinct attitudes give themselves explanatory work to do. But we will also
see that the explanatory pay-off is far more meagre than we might have expected. In
section (7), I’ll suggest the payoff has a structure that makes it difficult to see what we
gain by recognizing it. In a sense, one already has to be a committed Relationist to
accept that I-S scenarios are possible.

Before comparing Mira and Una, we should focus on Mira and see what having merely
relationally distinct bodies of representations means for the possibilities of rationalizing
explanation. Before that, some ground-rules:

First, we’ll assume that propositional attitudes can figure in the explanans and the
explananda of rationalizing explanation. But we won’t assume that propositional atti-
tudes are the only sorts of things that figure in explanations. We will allow, for example,
that perceptual relations to objects might figure in the explanation of an agent’s beliefs;
or that an agent’s propositional attitudes might explain her actions. This is required
to allow space for the non-descriptive Fregean position, which holds that senses are
rationally-relevant relations to objects. We will think of the general form of rationaliz-
ing explanation as follows:

I1... In → O

Here I1... In are input states; they are some mix of attitudes and relations to objects.
And O is an output state: an attitude or an action. I1... In jointly explain O.

Second, we’ll assume that rationalizing explanations subsumes token attitude states
in virtue of their representational properties and relations. And so rationalizing explana-
tion is counterfactually robust with respect to representational properties and relations:
if we have a genuine rationalizing explanation of some outcome O partially in terms of
some token attitude states, it follows that other token states which have the same rep-
resentational properties and stand in the same representational relations would ceteris
paribus generate a token state which shares O ’s representational properties and repre-
sentational relations to the inputs. I’ll make no assumptions about how to cash out the
ceteris paribus ; nothing will turn on it here.

In a Frege case, an agent has distinct attitudes with the same referential content
and the same force (belief, desire, etc) but which participate in different rationalizing
explanations. To take an example friendly to the non-descriptive Fregean: suppose I
have a belief that I would express with “Jane Smith wants to shake my hand”, call it ‘Bjs

’, and a perceptual belief to the effect that the woman in front of me wants to shake my
hand, call it ‘Bp’. Unbeknownst to me, Jane Smith is the woman in front of me.

Bjs and Bp can participate in different rationalizing explanations. For example, Bp is
part of the explanation of my reaching out my hand towards Jane in my current circum-
stances (call this action ‘R’). Schematically, then, there is a rationalizing explanation of
R that appeals, amongst other inputs to Bp:

(3) I1..., Bp,... In → R

I make no assumptions about I1... In; presumably they involve other beliefs and desires.
We can abstract away from the details. The relevant point is that the explanation is
such that Bjs could not occupy the same explanatory role:
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(4) I1..., Bjs,... In 9 R

Two notes. First, I don’t mean that Bjs could never play any part in explaining R. Just
that it couldn’t play the part that Bp plays. Recall the non-descriptive Fregean idea that
attitudes can stand in rationally relevant relations to ways of acting on objects which
are not determined by their referential content. Second, I am not actually endorsing this
style of explanation. The point is just to set up a contrast between how Fregeans and
Relationists must conceptualize I-S scenarios.

With all of this in place, we can characterize what an I-S scenario would mean for
rationalizing explanation. Mirror elements in distinct bodies create Frege cases; they
differ with respect to the explanations they can participate in. But given the set-up,
they can only differ in a limited way: for any rationalizing explanation which appeals
to some set of attitudes, A1... An, in one mirror-body there will be a corresponding
explanation involving the mirror elements A1

′... An
′ in the other body. So while it is

true that mirror elements A1 and A1
′ differ in the role they can play in rationalizing

explanation, it is also true that wherever substituting A1
′ for A1 changes an explanation

into a non-explanation we can change it back into an explanation by further substitutions
of mirror-representations.

This claim requires some unpacking. In particular, what counts as a “corresponding
explanation” will look slightly different in different cases. We can start with the simplest
kind of case. Suppose we explain the fact that Mira forms a belief Bq (with the content
that something is F and G) by appealing to her beliefs B1 (with the content that a is
F ) and B2 (with the content that a is G).

(5) I1..., B1, B2,... In → Bq

While it is true that substituting one of B1 and B2 for its mirror elements will yield a
non-explanation, substituting them both will yield a genuine explanation.

(6) I1..., B1
′, B2

′ ,... In → Bq

By hypothesis, mirror elements differ representationally only in terms of which atti-
tudes they are coordinated with. And so the permuted explanation preserves all of the
representationally relevant features of the inputs.20 So Mira’s coming to believe that
something is F and G is over-determined. She would have done the same thing if she
only possessed one of the mirror bodies.

In (5) and (6) we appeal to elements of the mirror bodies to explain something that
happens outside both bodies (in that case, a belief with quantificational content). We
will get a structurally similar case if we appeal to elements of a mirror body to explain
an action. If elements of one of the mirror bodies explain why Mira reaches out for the
cup in front of her, corresponding elements from the other body will explain the same
thing. Recall that mirror elements do not differ in their rational relation to action-types.
Again we have over-determination.21

20This assumes that no other elements of either body are among I1... In. If other such elements are
among the inputs, we would need to permute them as well. We are also assuming that no coordination
relating representations not about a is relevant. For more on this assumption, see the objection in
(8.1).

21This is slightly delicate. If we individuate actions in part by the propositional states which rationalize
them, actions which are rationalized by corresponding mirror elements will be distinct actions. But
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The situation is more complicated when we look at explanations in which elements
of the mirror bodies appear as the explanandum. Consider a case similar to that of (5)
above, but in which Mira forms a belief Bs (with the content that a is F and G) in which
the representation of a is coordinated with the representations of a in B1 and B2.

(7) I1..., B1, B2,... In → Bs

In this case, merely swapping B1 and B2 for B1
′ and B2

′ will not result in an explanation.
The coordination between B1, B2 and Bs is crucial to the explanatory force of (7).
Here we must consider an alternate explanation in which the explanandum, Bs , is also
swapped for a mirror element, Bs

′ .

(8) I1..., B1
′, B2

′ ,... In → Bs
′

If (7) is a good explanation than so is (8). And so if Mira formed Bs then, at least as far
as rationalizing explanation goes, she ought to have formed Bs

′ too. So here we don’t
have over-determination of single attitude, but the necessity of parallel development of
mirror attitudes.

It might be tempting to balk at this point, so I’ll pause a moment. It’s natural to
focus on the role that B1 and B2 play in justifying the inference which results in Bs.
From that perspective, there is no necessity that Mira come to form Bs

′ simply because
she already has B1

′, B2
′. We do not, and indeed could not, make all of the inferences we

are in a position to make.
But that is irrelevant to the question at hand. (7) is an explanation of why Mira

formed Bs when she did. It contains not only the licensing beliefs but other material
as well; presumably I1... In include things like a question or interest which led Mira
to draw the relevant inference at the relevant time. For each such item there are two
options. Either it does not contain a representation of a which is coordinated with
the representation of a in Bs, in which case, by hypothesis, it will stand in the same
explanatory relation to Bs

′. Or it does contain a representation of a which is coordinated
with Bs, in which case, by hypothesis, it will also have a mirror element coordinated with
Bs

′. The point is simple: whenever we have an explanation appealing to elements of one
mirror body, we can swap mirror elements without loss of explanatory power.

We get a similar result if we look at non-inferential additions to each mirror body.
Suppose some perceptual episode is part of the explanation of why Mira comes to have
a belief in one body of attitudes. The explanation cannot depend on an explanatory
relation which some element of that body stands in to the perceptual episode which its
mirror fails to stand in. By hypothesis no such relation exists.

So what did we learn about Mira? As far as rationalizing explanation goes, the two
mirror-bodies must move in complete lock-step. Elements of one body cannot explain
any actions which elements of the other body do not equally explain; they cannot be
explained by perceptual relations which mirror elements in the other body are not equally
explained by. And if attitudes are added to one of the bodies, the other body will exactly
mirror its development.

these actions must be instantiated in the same bodily movements, on pain of breaking the symme-
try required by I-S scenarios. So if a mirror-element explains an action, its corresponding element
will explain the same bodily movement under a mirror-description. In I-S scenarios, bodily move-
ments explained by appeal to elements of either mirror-body will also be explained by appeal to the
corresponding elements of the other body: there will be systematic overdetermination.
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Back to the contrast between Mira and Una. Recall Una is just like Mira except
that she possesses only one of the mirror bodies. Any time an attitude is added—via
perception or inference—to Una’s single body, two mirror attitudes will be added to
Mira’s mirror bodies. Whenever an attitude in Una’s single body explains an action,
two mirror attitudes of Mira’s will each explain the same action of Mira’s. This is not a
reductio of I-S scenarios. But, once we have the situation clearly in view, it isn’t clear that
we are describing genuine cognitive differences between Mira and Una. Mira and Una
will never differ in what they do, and they will never differ in which referential contents
they believe; sometimes there will be a referential content that Una believes once and
Mira believes twice. That’s the extent of the difference. It’s hard to see why we would
acknowledge this as a genuine cognitive difference unless we were already committed to
the Relationist picture of cognitive significance.

We are in a position now to see that the non-descriptive Fregean response to I-S sce-
narios is an instance of a broader contrast between Fregeanism and Relationism.22 The
Fregean insists that if two representations differ in terms of which other representations
they are coordinated with they must also differ in intrinsic representational features.
Intrinsic representational features are those features which can participate in rationaliz-
ing explanation in a way that is not reducible to the rational relevance of coordination.
The kinds of object-oriented relations posited by non-descriptive Fregeans—exhibited
by (3) and (4)—are only one kind of intrinsic representational feature. Descriptivist
forms of Fregeanism would posit structurally-similar explanations. For example, for a
descriptivist, a belief Ba (with the content that Aristotle is wise) might be part of the
explanation of why an agent formed the belief Bt (with the content that the teacher of
Alexander is wise). According to the descriptive Fregean, another belief with the same
referential content might not be able to play the same explanatory role (because the
sense of the representation of Aristotle in Ba might stand in a constitutive relation to
the description the teacher of Aristotle). And this failure couldn’t be reversed by fur-
ther substitutions of coreferential attitudes. From the descriptivist Fregean perspective,
coordination is simply not what explains the rational potential of that particular be-
lief. Similar points will apply to any form of Fregeanism which explains senses in terms
of a priori inferences determined by competence conditions for concepts (for example,
(Peacocke, 1992)).

7 Intrinsic features in representational systems

I-S scenarios generate a stand-off between the Relationist and the Fregean. Positing
merely relationally distinct bodies of representation can only make a cognitive difference
to what goes on within those bodies, and the bodies will never develop, via the mecha-
nisms which rationalizing explanation recognizes, into non-mirrored bodies. Should we
count this as a genuine cognitive possibility? It’s hard to know. We can work with
a toy example to get some perspective on why we might want to insist that two bod-
ies of representation are not distinct unless some element in them differs in intrinsic
representational features.

Imagine that I am part of a joint endeavour which involves various people gathering
information, manipulating it, and acting on it for some purpose. Suppose that as part
22Thanks to Robert May for helpful discussion of this point.

15



of my place in that project, people give me information and I record it in a notebook.
One day, unbeknownst to me, a trickster places a piece of carbon paper in my notebook.
When a colleague gives me some information, I write “Venus is visible” in my notebook.
The carbon paper does its work, and a duplicate inscription of that sentence is created on
another page. Now ask: has the trick with the carbon paper affected the representational
state of my notebook? Should we treat the duplicated notebook and a notebook with
single inscription, in a counterfactual situation without the carbon paper, as in distinct
representational states? Should we think of the duplicated notebook as representing that
Venus is visible twice, in an uncoordinated way?

I take it the answer is: it depends. We haven’t been told enough about the repre-
sentational system to decide. It doesn’t follow from the fact that there are two spatially
distinct inscriptions of the same orthography that the system is in a representational
state which differs from the state it would be in if there were only one inscription of that
orthography. We could just as easily hold that one representational state is redundantly
embodied in two orthographic inscriptions. Imagine instead of the carbon paper prank,
I wrote the sentence down in pencil, and then realizing that it would be impermanent,
wrote the same message down in pen. Suppose that the two inscriptions overlap in places,
but not completely. Or, suppose they don’t overlap at all, but are immediately adja-
cent? In none of these cases does it automatically follow that the duplicate orthography
is representationally relevant.

So let’s imagine different ways of filling in the scenario.
Version 1 is as follows: people give me information, I write it down on a random page

of the notebook. Every now and again someone asks me a yes/no question, for example:
“Is Venus visible?”. I start at a random page in my notebook, and look at each page in
some order. If I find the information that Venus is visible in the notebook I answer ‘yes’
and stop looking. If I don’t find the information after looking at every page, I answer
‘no’. That’s all I do with the notebook, and nobody else has access to it.

If this is the situation, should we treat the carbon-paper prank as altering the repre-
sentational state of the book? I’m strongly inclined to think not. There is no explanation
that one could give of what the system does which would depend on distinguishing the
content contributed by the two sentences. At most, the duplication will effect how
quickly I’m able to perform my job; and it will do this in an unsystematic way (given
that I start my search at a random page). The same sort of effect might result from
the pencil-and-pen duplication, which might make the inscription difficult to read. The
same effect might result from my writing a single inscription in a very spread-out way,
or by smudging an inscription to make it difficult to read, or from my being tired on a
particular day. I take it that these wouldn’t amount to representational differences.

This claim might seem dogmatic.23 Someone may wish to insist that there is a notion
of representation according to which the duplicated and the unduplicated notebooks are
in different representational states. This representational difference would explain, for
example, the redundancy of the book’s representation that Venus is visible — note
that the duplicated book would continue to represent that Venus is visible through
certain kinds of damage to the notebook that would make the unduplicated notebook
cease to represent that Venus is visible. There surely is some sense in which this is a
representational difference.
23Thanks to Michael Murez for raising this issue and for helpful discussion of it.
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Though I’m sceptical that redundancy of this kind ought to be given an explana-
tion in representational terms, I needn’t put my foot down. Two points here. First,
positing representational features of this kind is no comfort to the Relationist. What-
ever representational notions we must appeal to explain persistence through damage,
coordination with other representations will not be among them. The Fregean and the
Relationist agree about the sorts of explanation in which coordination is relevant (viz.
trading on identity, action explanation, logical consistence, etc.), and explanations of
redundancy are not among them. More generally, Fregeanism and Relationism both ad-
dress themselves to the way that representational features get involved in rationalizing
explanation. So the kind of representational explanation on offer here is orthogonal to
the debate between Fregeanism and Relationism.

More fundamentally, though, if we acknowledge that representational features can
explain redundancy there is no reason not to appeal to intrinsic representational fea-
tures here, not merely to relational ones. If we are convinced that the fact that the
duplicated notebook would continue to represent that Venus is visible despite certain
kinds of damage means that we should distinguish its representational state from that
of the unduplicated notebook, there is no reason not to distinguish the different inscrip-
tions in terms of the particular kinds of damage through which they can persist. And
this would be a not-merely-numerical representational difference between the two in-
scriptions. So even on this model of representational features, we wouldn’t have posited
merely relational representational features.

Returning to our toy scenario, let’s consider a different way that the notebook might
be embedded in the information-processing system. In version 2, my role in the system is
slightly different. Each page of my book is associated with sets of dispositions directed
at different colleagues. These dispositions do not rely on information written on the
relevant pages (that is, they are ‘direct’, in the sense from the discussion above). I write
down information told to me by the same colleague on the same page, and I only answer
a colleague’s questions by consulting the relevant page. Each colleague, if they get a
‘yes’ to their question, goes out and places a wager on the truth of the relevant claim.
In this context, the carbon-copy prank will have made it the case that an additional
person places a bet on the relevant piece of information. Here I think it’s unavoidable to
hold that the prank changes the representational content of the notebook. If we are, in
general, willing to explain who places what bet in terms of the content of the notebook,
it’s hard to see why we shouldn’t explain the fact that an extra person placed a bet in
terms of the fact that the notebook had additional content.

The difference between versions 1 and 2 is located in the fact that in version 2 the
carbon-paper prank—a glitch in the system—generates a representation which differs
in intrinsic representational features from the original. The duplicate sentence in the
second scenario is bound up in a different way with the object-related dispositions of the
representational system. In the first case, there is no intrinsic representational difference
between the sentence and its duplicate. We might conclude, then, that ‘glitches’ don’t
create new representational states unless they alter intrinsic representational features.

The analogy is probably clear at this point, but we haven’t yet been completely fair
to the Relationist. To get a case that is structurally analogous to I-S scenarios, we need
to consider a third version of the scenario. Version 3 is like version 1 in that the different
pages are not associated with different dispositional relations to objects. But we need
to add that I sometimes draw inferences based on the information in my notebook. To
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make the analogy with I-S scenarios complete, we should add three more details. First,
that I will only draw inferences based on information represented on the same page, and
I always write the conclusions on that page. Second, we must assume that after the
prank copies the inscription, the two relevant pages are isomorphic (for every inscription
on one page, there is a corresponding inscription on the other). Finally, we must assume
that, as a policy, whenever I make an inference on one page I search the rest of the
notebook for an analogous inference to make, and I make that inference too. Given
that after the duplication, the two pages are isomorphic, my inferential practices will
alter each in corresponding ways (recall our discussion of inference in I-S scenarios in
the previous section). The two pages will develop in lock-step.

In this case, should we treat the duplication as altering the representational content
of the notebook? Are there two merely relationally distinct bodies of representation?
It doesn’t seem as though the extra complication makes this case relevantly different
from version 1. Positing merely relationally distinct representations doesn’t allow us to
explain anything that we would want to explain by appeal to representational content.
Someone could dig in their heels here. But it would be incumbent on them to give us
some reason not to treat these cases as only involving the distributed instantiation of a
single representational state.

I suspect the analogy with Relationism’s description of I-S scenarios is clear. Once
we’ve clarified how the details of I-S scenarios must be filled in (section (5)), and charac-
terized how I-S scenarios would have to interact with rationalizing explanation (section
(6)), the claim that I-S scenarios are cognitively possible looks like brute insistence.
There is nothing incoherent about the supposition. But clarity about what is being
supposed drains the supposition of whatever intuitive support it received from the I-S
vignettes. And reflection on a toy example supports the general idea that we should not
count bodies of representation as distinct unless they have elements which differ in their
intrinsic representational features.

8 Objections and replies

I’ve argued that we shouldn’t acknowledge the possibility of I-S scenarios. I’ll respond
to objections. Readers who are already convinced can skip to section (9).

8.1 Outside Coordination

You have misrepresented I-S scenarios. You have assumed not only that the mirror bodies
are intrinsically isomorphic but also that they do not differ in coordination-relations to
any representations outside both bodies. At various points, your argument turned on
there being no differences of this kind—see note (20)—so the argument doesn’t work.

I have been assuming that. And, in a sense, the objection is correct. But the situation
is complicated.

First, we should be clear about what the objector is imagining. Suppose a thinker is
in an I-S scenario with respect to an object o: there are two distinct bodies of attitudes
about o that are intrinsically isomorphic. But consider a belief in one body with the
referential content that o stands in R to a. There must be a belief in the other body
with the same referential content, but nothing in the set-up demands that the two
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representations of a are coordinated with the same other attitudes about a. And if those
representations of a are differently coordinated, this might affect the sorts of explanations
which we could give of the subject and thus alter the dialectic outlined above.

To make the possibilities here more concrete, let’s return to Flugh. Suppose instead of
seeing one sphere in each experience, he sees two (sphere a and sphere b). Unbeknownst
to him he is seeing the same pair of spheres twice. In each body of attitudes he has a
belief with the content a is smaller than b. Suppose that these two representations of b
in these distinct beliefs are coordinated with different further representations of b. What
would this mean for the possibilities for rationalizing explanation about Flugh?

Here we should distinguish two cases. We could have a double I-S scenario. That is,
the two bodies of information about b might be mirrored as well. This is not structurally
different than a single I-S scenario and so the arguments developed above will apply.

Suppose, though, that the two bodies of attitude about b are not mirrored. Suppose,
through some cognitive glitch, one of Flugh’s experiences of b represents it as blue while
the other represents it as green. What would this mean for the possibilities of explaining
Flugh’s cognitive activities going forward?

First a cautionary point. We must not imagine that this difference is reflected directly
in any of Flugh’s representations of a. He does not, we must insist, represent a as bigger
than a blue sphere in one body of attitudes and as bigger than a green sphere in the
other body. This would disrupt the symmetry between the bodies of attitudes about a.
He is in a position to draw those conclusions but we must suppose that he has not done
so.

Relative to this kind of case, the arguments above will not go through. Elements of the
distinct bodies will be able to participate in inferences which don’t have corresponding
versions in the other body. And the two bodies might develop differently relative to the
same inputs. So the kinds of argument we gave in sections (6) and (7) will not apply.

A few points about this objection. First, it is clear that this is not the kind of case
that Fine and Pryor are imagining. As described, both cases do not involve asymmetries
between the mirror bodies of this sort. The case we have been considering is the case
that Fine and Pryor have offered us. And this is no accident. There is nothing, from the
point of view of the Relationist approach to cognitive significance, that would suggest
that these sorts of asymmetries would make any difference to the cognitive possibility
of I-S scenarios. It would mysterious, from the point of view of Relationism, if the pos-
sibility of merely relational distinct attitudes depended on intrinsic differences between
representations of other objects.

Moreover, I-S scenarios of this kind wouldn’t be dialectically effective against all
forms of Fregeanism. We can imagine forms of Fregeanism which characterize senses
holistically, in terms of a some broad range of cognitive connections in which a repre-
sentation is embedded. Fregeans of this form would be tempted to find a difference in
sense between the two bodies in the kind of cognitive asymmetries imagined here. I
don’t claim that this is a promising approach. But the point of introducing I-S scenarios
was precisely that it was supposed to allow us to avoid getting into the muck with the
Fregeans.
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8.2 Transparency

There is no need for the discussion of rationalizing explanation or for the toy example.
The representational properties of attitudes are transparent to thinkers. We can know
that I-S scenarios are possible simply by imagining being in one.

I’ll grant, for the sake of argument, that representational properties are transparent
(though this is tendentious). And I’ll grant that if one can first-personally imagine
being in a representational state, then it is possible to be in that state. I deny that I can
imagine being in an I-S state. I think I can imagine being in the state that Fine describes.
But the representational relevance of the difference in perspective in that state is part
of what I am imagining, so it’s not an I-S state. I don’t think I can imagine being in
Flugh’s cognitive position. The alienness of Flugh’s perceptual situation—co-conscious
but not spatially-integrated perceptual representations—makes it difficult to know what
to imagine.

When trying to think my way into it, I imagine an inner Flugh-homunculus, moni-
toring a number of different incoming perceptual feeds (imagine the Flugh-homunculus
monitoring a range of screens); the relative location of the screens to Flugh-homunculus,
gives no information about how the perceptual experiences conveyed by the screens are
egocentrically located with respect to Flugh (i.e. that the screen is on Flugh-homonculus’
left doesn’t indicate that the seen object is on Flugh’s left; that two screens are adja-
cent, doesn’t indicate that the two seen objects are adjacent, etc.).24 But my grip on this
scenario—and my grip on the distinctness of the representational states corresponding
to the different perceptual channels—is secured by by the imagined homuncular per-
spective. I’m picturing myself as Flugh-homunculus not as Flugh; but then my ability
to locate the different screens in egocentric space is crucial to the example, and thus it
ceases to be an I-S scenario.

The only grip I have on Flugh’s scenario is in terms of third-personal considerations
about rationalizing explanation. I don’t deny that the first-person perspective is relevant
to the individuation of attitude states. I only claim that such a perspective is not
available to me, even imaginatively, for a case like Flugh’s.

8.3 Raising the question

You’ve missed a crucial feature of I-S scenarios: in an I-S scenario, the agent can
coherently raise a question about whether the objects of each body are identical. This
shows that there are two distinct ways of thinking about the object.

Well, I’m not sure why I’m supposed to believe that the agent can raise that question.
As far as I can tell, this is simply a version of the previous objection. As before, I can
imagine raising the relevant question in Fine’s scenario. But my grip on the question
depends on the difference in perspective.
24Thanks to Jim Pryor for discussion here.
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8.4 Meta-cognition

You have been focused on what, if anything, the presence of mirror states would explain
with respect to a subject’s representations of, and interactions with, external objects. But
we could ask about something different. We could ask about what a subject would be in
a position to think *about their own attitudes* in an I-S scenario. In an I-S scenario,
a thinker would be able to consider her two representations of the object and wonder
whether they co-refer.

It is not dialectically effective for Relationists to appeal to meta-cognitive questions in
this way in the context of I-S scenarios. If I-S scenarios are dialectically effective against
the Fregean, it should be because they provide us with some grip on the first-order differ-
ence between having one body of attitudes about an object and having two intrinsically
isomorphic bodies of attitudes about an object. The meta-cognitive difference imagined
here presupposes that first-order I-S scenarios are real. The objection presupposes that
the subject has two distinct first-order attitude states and then proceeds to imagine that
she raises a question about them. The existence of such first-order states is exactly what
reflection on I-S scenarios was supposed to make plausible.

8.5 Non-identity

You’ve missed a crucial feature of the I-S scenarios. The agent represents the single
object *as two*. That is, it is a representational feature of an I-S scenario that the
agent believes that the two bodies of information are about different objects. This means
that an I-S scenario contains inferential possibilities that the discussion above ignores
(for example, for any property F present in both bodies of information, the agent is in a
position to infer that there are two Fs). Wouldn’t this be enough to establish a cognitive
difference between Mira and Una?

First, this is actually a difference between Fine and Pryor’s vignettes. Fine says that
the agent takes Bruce “to be two people”, but Pryor doesn’t say one way or another.
Pryor’s choice is more principled. In general, it is possible to have two ways of thinking
about the same object and have no opinion one way or another about the identity of the
object thought of in those two ways. Frege puzzles do not depend on representations of
non-identity. Two ways of thinking can have different cognitive significance even when
the agent has no opinion about the relevant identity. Coordination is the presumption of
identity. Lack of coordination is the absence of that presumption, not the presumption
of non-identity. Relationists want us to consider merely relational differences in cognitive
significance. They thus predict that I-S scenarios should be coherent even in the absence
of opinions about identity. Thus I-S scenarios without representations of non-identity
are the appropriate test case.

That doesn’t really answer my question. Consider an I-S scenario *with* a representation
of non-identity. It is a genuine I-S scenario: the two bodies of representation differ
merely relationally. And it avoids the objections associated with the simpler I-S scenario.

The two issues—the possibility of I-S scenarios with and without representations of non-
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identity—are not separable in the way this response suggests. I don’t acknowledge the
possibility of I-S scenarios, so I don’t know how to interpret the instruction to consider
an I-S scenario with a representation of non-identity.

The position that holds that bare I-S scenarios are impossible, but I-S scenarios which
include representations of non-identity are possible is unstable. Suppose I have an I-S
scenario with a representation of non-identity. So there two ways of thinking about an
object and the objects thought of in those two ways are represented as non-identical.
Can I not change my mind about their non-identity, removing the representation of
non-identity (but not adding a representation of identity)? If I do that, I’m back to a
bare I-S scenario, which we’ve acknowledged is not possible. Would the idea be that if
I remove the representation of non-identity, I’m left with a single way of thinking about
the object (because bare I-S scenarios collapse into single bodies of representation)?
This isn’t recognizable as two ways of thinking about an object. It seems more like
thinking about a (single) plurality of two objects. We must either hold that both bare
I-S scenarios and I-S scenarios with representations of non-identity are possible, or that
neither are.

8.6 Language

You’ve ignored the role that language could play in an I-S scenario. In one of Fine’s
vignettes, the thinker names both seen objects ‘Bruce’. The cognitive role of the two bodies
can be distinguished in relation to their connection to utterances involving ‘Bruce’.

As with the previous worry, the first thing to note is that there is no reason why the
Relationist should predict that I-S scenarios require linguistic competence with names
for the relevant object. Setting that aside, adding language to the example doesn’t
introduce features which weren’t already present with perception. By hypothesis, the
two mirror-bodies stand in the same rationalizing relation any possible outside inputs.
This goes for language as much as for perception. If they did not—if we could, say,
distinguish two different token names “Bruce”1 and “Bruce”2 and hold that each body
was related differently to utterances involving the two names—then the two bodies would
differ in their intrinsic representational features. So we must hold that for any utterance
involving “Bruce” the relevant information must be added to both mirror-bodies or to
neither.

Suppose I grant that. It’s still the case that an utterance of “Bruce6=Bruce” could be
informative to the thinker. This shows that there are distinct bodies of representations.

This response attempts to establish the possibility of bare I-S scenarios in terms of their
potential to be transformed into I-S scenarios with representations of non-identity via
assertions of non-identity. It presupposes, then, I-S scenarios with representations of non-
identity are possible. See the discussion of non-identity above. It also presupposes the
subject in an I-S scenarios could understand an utterance about the relevant individual.
Though space prevents a discussion here, I raise worries about that assumption in (Gray ,
2016).
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8.7 Non-propositional representations

The entire discussion so far has assumed that coordination can only hold between ele-
ments of representations with propositional content. We shouldn’t assume that. If we
allow that coordination can hold between, say, an element of a belief and an element of a
perceptual experience (understood so as to not have propositional content) then we could
describe the cognitive distinctness of the two bodies in I-S scenarios.

I have been assuming that, though nothing really turns on it. The essential point is
this: whatever the domain of possible coordination relations is, I-S scenarios involve two
bodies of representations which are merely relationally distinct in that domain and do
not differ in any rationally relevant way to anything outside that domain. The essentials
of the discussion depended only on those assumptions.

9 The upshot

Our goal was to clarify what is at stake between Fregean and Relationist approaches to
cognitive significance by characterizing the idea of an intrinsic representational feature
as it appears in Relationism’s rejection of Fregeanism. We did that by considering
Relationists’ indistinguishable-sense arguments against Fregeanism. We concluded that
intrinsic representational features are those features whose relevance to rationalizing
explanation is not reducible to the rational relevance of coordination. And on that basis
decided that the I-S arguments do not succeed.

The task of fully unpacking what this result means for the debate between Fregeanism
and Relationism must be left for another time. But I will draw three preliminary con-
clusions, arranged from most secure to most tentative.

First, and most obviously, considerations involving I-S scenarios are not material for
a good argument against Fregeanism. One has a reason to hold that I-S scenarios are
cognitively possibly only if one is already committed to Relationism, thus they are di-
alectically impotent against the Fregean. Relationists have floated other arguments—for
a discussion, see (Gray , 2017)—so attention should turn to those.

Second, I’m inclined to think that, independently of the dialectic between the Fregean
and the Relationist, the above discussion shows that I-S scenarios are not cognitively
possible. If this is right, then Relationists should take care to develop their theories
so that they do not entail the possibility of I-S scenarios. In introducing them, we
mentioned that the dialectical relevance of I-S scenarios does not lie in the fact that their
possibility is entailed by Relationism. It lies, instead, in the fact that their possibility
is consistent with the basic Relationist approach and inconsistent with basic Fregean
approach. What Relationists will have to do to avoid the unwanted entailment that I-S
scenarios are possible is a question we will leave for another time, except to say that
it might involve a restriction in the scope of Cognitive Significance as Coordination. It
might be that Relationists should acknowledge non-referential intrinsic representational
features somewhere in their system.

Third, the notion of intrinsic representational features that we have arrived at is
not well-suited to playing the role of sense in a traditional Fregean theory. Recall the
Fregean idea that facts about coordination are determined by facts about the sameness
and difference of sense. First note that the impossibility of I-S scenarios doesn’t entail
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the Fregean account of coordination. From the fact that there cannot be two distinct
bodies of attitudes which are intrinsically isomorphic it does not follow that coordination
is determined by sameness and difference of intrinsic representational features.

We made no serious attempt above to offer individuation conditions for intrinsic
representational features; we relied only on what would follow, from the perspective of
rationalizing explanation, if two distinct bodies of attitudes were intrinsically isomor-
phic. To seriously pursue the Fregean strategy we would need a theory of the intrinsic
representational features of individual representations which determined the conditions
under which two representations of the same object are coordinated. Nothing in the
above suggests that this is possible.

In fact, we can say something stronger: our discussion gives us materials for an
argument against the Fregean strategy. Let’s return to the toy example explored in
section (7). In version 3—in which the different pages were not associated with differ-
ent informational-dispositions, but I made inferences based on the information on each
page—the argument that duplication didn’t alter the representational state of the note-
book crucially relied on the fact the relevant pages were isomorphic after duplication. If
we imagine a version of the case in which duplication doesn’t create isomorphic pages,
the argument fails to go through. Duplication could, in that case, change which infer-
ences I would be in a position to draw and thus could change how I might answer some
question. And we should treat this as a representational difference. Call this version 4.

Note that in this version, the original and duplicate inscription do not differ in intrin-
sic representational features. The two pages are not differently situated with respect to
the informational-dispositional structure of the system. So version 4 is a counter-example
to the Fregean claim that we can’t have differences in coordination without differences
in intrinsic representational features. The original inscription and its duplicate are coor-
dinated with different representations—in virtue of being on different pages—but they
differ in no intrinsic representational features.

Moving back from the toy example to cognition, the literature describes examples of
this kind: Paderewski cases.25 In a Paderewski case, a speaker has two distinct bodies
of attitudes about the same object and elements of those bodies do not plausibly differ
in how they are embedded in the information-dispositional system. Elements in the two
bodies will play different roles in rationalizing explanation—they will be deployed in
different inferences, they will explain different actions, etc—but this will be explained
by fact that the distinct bodies contain different referential content (for example, one
body contains a belief that Paderewski has musical talent, the other contains a belief
that he is a politician).

No doubt this could be questioned. Perhaps Fregeans could characterize senses
in some way that allowed us to say that referentially equivalent attitudes in the two
Paderewski bodies differed in sense. But I’m sceptical, and the analogy with version 4 of
the toy example suggests we shouldn’t be optimistic. The impossibility of I-S scenarios
establishes only that distinct bodies of attitudes must differ somewhere in their intrinsic
representational features. But referential content is an intrinsic representational feature,
and so a difference in referential content is enough to secure the distinctness of two
bodies.
25For discussion of the relevance of Paderewski cases to the debate between Fregeanism and Relationism,
see (Gray , 2017).
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This is tentative. But it suggests that a plausible approach to cognitive significance
will have both Relationist and Fregean elements. It will be Relationist in the sense that it
accepts Relationism about Coordination; it accepts that coordination is not determined
by other representational features. It will be Fregean to the extent that it accepts that
rationalizing explanation is sensitive to informational-dispositional relations to objects
that are not determined by referential content.26
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