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Abstract
Among the virtues of Relationist approaches to Frege’s puzzle is that they put us in a position

to outline structural features of the puzzle that were only implicit in earlier work. In particular,

they allow us to frame questions about the relation between the explanatory roles of sense and

sameness-of-sense. In this paper, I distinguish a number of positions about that relation which

have not been clearly distinguished. This has a few payoffs. It allows us to shed light on

recent controversies about the ‘essential indexical’. And it also allows us to see what’s at stake

between Relationists and their opponents. When we see what’s at stake, we can see that we

have reason to adopt an account of cognitive significance that incorporates elements of both

Relationist and Fregean approaches.

Relationism is a relatively recent approach to Frege’s Puzzle. When it’s discussed, it typically
follows a familiar statement of the puzzle, appearing as one option among a few others. This is
unfortunate, because it obscures one of the most attractive features of Relationist ideology: that it
enables a more perspicuous understanding of the challenge posed by Frege’s Puzzle. The first goal
of the paper is to show that the Relationist challenge to Fregeanism, properly developed, allows
us to see contours to the debate about cognitive significance that have previously been obscured.
One upshot here will be a new perspective on the relation between Frege’s Puzzle and puzzles
about essential indexicality. The second goal is to argue that once we see those contours, we have
reason to adopt a picture of cognitive significance that incorporates elements of both Relationism
and Fregeanism.

1 Frege’s Puzzle and Coordination

Frege’s Puzzle surfaces in different domains. I’m concerned here with the propositional attitudes.
The puzzle starts from the suspicion that the referential content and force1 (i.e., belief, desire,
1I will mostly suppress reference to force. Take it as given when I say, e.g., that cognitive significance isn’t determined
by referential content, what I mean is that cognitive significance isn’t determined by force and referential content.
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etc) of an attitude doesn’t determine its cognitive significance. By the ‘referential content’ of an
attitude, we mean the way that the attitude portrays properties and relations as distributed over
objects.2 By the ‘cognitive significance’ of an attitude, we mean the role that an attitude can play
in certain explanations.3

When I speak of ‘explanation’, here and below, I am speaking in a metaphysical, rather than
epistemological, register. I assume that token attitudes—or mental events consisting of the to-
kening of an attitude-type—cause other mental events, actions, etc. So when I talk about the
explanatory role of a token attitude, I’m speaking of the place that a mental event can occupy in a
certain kind of dependence relation. My target is not the semantics of attitude ascriptions, or the
practice using attitude ascriptions to make behaviour intelligible.

No doubt the two questions—how behaviour depends on attitudes, how speakers describe that
dependence in language—are intimately connected. The kind of realism that I’m assuming about
the attitudes fits most naturally with the idea that when speakers explain behaviour using natural
language attitude ascriptions, they are often tracking genuine patterns of dependence. And I will
rely, below, on ‘ordinary’ judgments about what an agent’s attitude-state would, or would not, give
them a reason to do, in this or that circumstance. So I don’t pretend that questions about the two
senses of ‘explanation’ are disconnected. But the assumptions I make, and the position I arrive at,
are consistent with a range of positions about the semantics and pragmatics of ascriptions.

The cognitive significance of a token attitude, as we’re understanding it, is the role that it
can play in a certain kind of explanation.What I have in mind here, in particular, is rationalizing

psychological explanation; for example, the explanation of what people do in terms of their beliefs
and desires, what they come to think in virtue of their evidence, what they say in terms of what
they believe, etc. Roughly speaking, what is characteristic of this kind of dependence is that the
outputs are assessable as reasonable or unreasonable relative to the inputs. I won’t offer a theory
of rationalizing explanation here. But I will register that I’m assuming that one goal of theorizing
about the attitudes is to characterize the properties of token attitudes that figure in these patterns of
dependence.

Having clarified these points, we can return to the thought that Frege’s Puzzle starts from the
suspicion that the referential content of an attitude doesn’t determine its cognitive significance.
The token belief that I would express with ‘Hesperus is Hesperus’ and the token belief that I would
express with ‘Hesperus is Phosphorus’ differ in their explanatory role. (Going forward, I will drop
2Take this idea in an imprecise, theory-neutral way. Given a theory of the attitudes, we might have to do some work to
identify the referential content of an attitude. On some approaches, attitudes have more than one kind of content that
can be characterized truth-conditionally (e.g., (Perry, 2001), (Chalmers, 2002)). But in these cases, it’s clear which
level to treat as referential content in the sense that is relevant.

3This is, perhaps, a slightly unorthodox use of this expression ‘cognitive significance’, which is often applied to
sentences, or utterances, rather than attitudes. I take the use I put it to here to be a natural extension of the expression.
But, to reiterate, the topic here is the attitudes. Questions about the cognitive significance of sentences will be left to
the side.
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the formulation: ‘the token belief that I would express with ...’ . For ease of exposition, I will
simply speak of ‘my belief that Hesperus is Phosphorus’ etc. Please take that as shorthand for the
more cumbersome formulation.4). My belief that Hesperus is Phosphorus is part of the explanation
of why I called the astronomical society to report a startling discovery. My belief that Hesperus is
Hesperus did not, and could not, play that role. The challenge is to characterize the representational
features of attitudes, beyond their referential content, that determine their cognitive significance.

We might worry that this way of putting things smuggles in too much: why assume that it’s
a representational feature of an attitude that bridges the gap between reference and cognitive sig-
nificance? Let me admit, in response, that I’m using ‘representational’ with a sense such that any

feature of a token attitude that determines how it can participate in rationalizing explanation is
a representational feature (for me, it’s true by definition that rationalizing explanation subsumes
token attitudes in virtue of their representational features).

The alternative would be to work with some more substantive notion of a representational fea-
ture—one that would leave open for debate whether rationalizing explanation subsumes attitudes
in virtue of their representational features. I’ll explain why this alternative route isn’t appealing for
my purposes. First, non-descriptive forms of Fregeanism will be important below. And substan-
tive characterizations of ‘representational’ are liable to exclude non-descriptive senses by fiat. It’s
better to cast a wide net. Note that our topic isn’t linguistic meaning or the semantics of attitude
ascriptions. So calling something a representational feature of an attitude, in our sense, doesn’t
commit one to holding that sentences have analogous representational features.

More importantly, this choice doesn’t prevent us from framing genuinely non-terminological
issues. For example: does rationalizing psychological explanation appeal to features of token
attitudes beyond their referential content? It’s possible to hold that it doesn’t. We might have
principled reasons to reject our initial characterization of Fregean examples. A pure Russellian
about the attitudes would hold that the only property of an attitude that plays a role in rationalizing
explanation is its referential content.5 Pure Russellianism doesn’t deny that token attitudes have
properties distinct from their referential content. It only holds that those properties are not involved
in rationalizing explanation. Rationalizing explanation, on this view, is indifferent to the existence
of Frege cases: the cognitive difference between coreferential attitudes is only relevant to some
other kind of explanation (perhaps purely functional explanation) (Fodor, 1995, pg. 47).

I won’t argue against pure Russellianism here. So it’s best to think of what follows as an intra-
4On some theories of the semantics of ‘belief’, the English noun phrases ‘my belief that Hesperus is Hesperus’ and
‘my belief that Hesperus is Phosphorus’ refer to the same token attitude. I wish to remain neutral about this question.
That is why I’m asking for the reader to interpret ‘my belief that Hesperus is Phosphorus’ as shorthand for ‘the token
belief I would express with “Hesperus is Phosphorus”’. I take it to be uncontroversial that ‘the token belief I would
express with “Hesperus is Hesperus”’ and ‘the token belief I would express with “Hesperus is Phosphorus”’ can refer
to distinct token states. Thanks to a referee for raising this issue.

5This view is defended in (Fodor, 1995), (Schneider, 2005), (Almotahari & Gray, 2020), and, arguably, in (Braun,
2000, 2001).
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mural dispute between kinds of non-Russellianism. But I will highlight another, more immediately
relevant, way that the dialectic below is substantive, despite the capacious sense of ‘representa-
tional’. The issue below is the relation between monadic and relational representational features.
And whatever one calls the non-referential features of attitudes that play a role in rationalizing
explanation, a version of this issue will arise. We might posit, for example, guises as features of
token attitude states. We can still ask, for example, whether the particular guises employed in an
attitude state are relevant to rationalizing explanation or, in contrast, whether all that is relevant is
patterns of sameness or difference of guise. That is a substantive question, whether or not we call
guises ‘representational’ features. So, even though they might balk at my use of ‘representational’,
theorists who eschew senses but allow that guises (or notions, symbols in a language of thought,
or whatever) make a difference to rationalizing explanation will face the issues discussed below.

One final point of clarification: I will argue below that cognitive significance is not exhausted
by attitude content, as content is understood by Russellians and certain Relationists. But we should
not take this to be, by itself, an argument against those conceptions of content. It is a further ques-
tion, one that will not be addressed here, whether the extra features of cognitive significance mo-
tivated here ought to be conceptualized as part of the content of the attitudes, on some proprietary
sense of ‘content’. And so the argument below is consistent with those conceptions of content.

The Fregean solution to Frege’s Puzzle is familiar: posit two layers of content. Each represen-
tation, in addition to denoting its referential content, expresses a sense. Two representations can
share referential content while differing in sense. The cognitive significance of a representation
is determined by its sense. Resist, for now, the temptation to ask what senses are. We can get a
picture of the issue between Fregeanism and Relationism without saying anything about senses.

The focus of disagreement between Fregeans and Relationists is the nature and explanatory
status of coordination. Coordination is a relation that can hold between representations of the
same object. Roughly put, two representations are coordinated when the identity of their referents
is ‘directly encoded’ in their representational features. ‘Direct encoding’ of coreference contrasts
with explicit representation of identity.

Certain forms of rationalizing explanation require certain patterns of coordination. As an exam-
ple: my belief that Hesperus is visible and my desire to see Hesperus jointly explain my looking
towards the heavens. This kind of explanation requires that the two representations of Venus in
those beliefs are coordinated. My belief that Phosphorus is visible couldn’t play the same role
in conjunction with my desire to see Hesperus because the representations of Venus in those two
attitudes are not coordinated.

There may be forms of explanation—of say, communication or joint action—that require coor-
dination across subjects. So we need a notion of coordination that applies interpersonally. In that
context, similar questions to the ones we raise below will arise (see, e.g., (Cumming, 2013a) and
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(Onofri, 2017)). But our focus here will be on intrapersonal coordination (and, in fact, synchronic
intrapersonal coordination).

So Frege’s Puzzle and coordination are intimately related. One way that two attitudes with the
same referential content can differ in cognitive significance is by being coordinated with different
further attitudes and thus being able to participate in different coordination-requiring explanations.
And for traditional Fregeans coordination is internally connected to the individuation of senses.
This is a locus of disagreement between Fregeans and Relationists. Putting it vaguely for now, the
issue between Fregeans and Relationists is how coordination is related to other representational
features.

2 The Landscape

The first thing I’ll argue is that the Relationist challenge to Fregeanism illuminates the space of
possible accounts of cognitive significance.

2.1 Relationism
Relationism is a relatively recent approach to cognitive significance.6 In slogan form, where
Fregeans posit representational properties, Relationists posit representational relations. The Re-
lationist family of approaches can be characterized with two theses, each of which is in need of
precisification. The first is a positive thesis about the explanatory role of coordination.

Cognitive Significance as Coordination Differences in cognitive significance between atti-
tudes with the same referential content are explained by coordination.7

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

As an example, this thesis holds that to explain the cognitive difference between my belief that
Hesperus is Hesperus and my belief that Hesperus is Phosphorus we need not appeal to a difference
in sense between my Hesperus-representations and my Phosphorus-representations; we need only
appeal to the fact that the two representations of Venus are coordinated in one belief, and are

6(Putnam, 1954), (Fodor, 1990), and (Fiengo & May, 2006) might be called proto-relationist. I would classify
(Taschek, 1995, 1998), (Fine, 2007, 2010), (Pinillos, 2011, 2015), (Heck, 2012), (Schroeter, 2012), and (Pryor,
2016b) as Relationists proper. For an overview, see (Gray, 2017).

7The imprecision in the thesis makes it difficult to cite definite precedents. After all, Fregeans themselves acknowledge
the relevance of coordination. I limit myself to citing theorists who express scepticism about the explanatory value
of sense considered as an ‘intrinsic’ representational feature or who posit an explanatory level where appeal to coor-
dination predominates: (Fodor, 1990), (Richard, 1990, 1986, Chp. 3-4), (Taschek, 1995), (Taylor, 2003), (Sainsbury,
2005, 2002), (Fine, 2007, esp. Chp. 2-3), (Heck, 2012, esp. section 2-3), (Cumming, 2013a,b).
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not coordinated in the other. Relationists extend this style of explanation to cognitive differences
that depend on coordination between attitudes. So the cognitive difference between my belief that
Hesperus is beautiful and my belief that Phosphorus is beautiful would be explained by the fact
that the representations of Venus in those two beliefs are coordinated with the different further
representations of Venus.

The other Relationist thesis is a negative claim about coordination.

Relationism about Coordination Coordination isn’t determined by the sameness of (or re-
semblance between) intrinsic representational features. Coordination is an irreducibly rela-
tional representational feature.8

How to interpret talk of ‘intrinsic representational features’ will be a theme in what follows. Fine
introduces intrinsic representational features by contrasting them with relational ones. Relational
representational features ‘concern’ relations between representations (2007, pg. 22). The syn-
onymy of two representations is a relational representational feature in this sense. Intrinsic repre-
sentational features are non-relational; they don’t concern relations between representations. So,
for example, the reference of an expression is an intrinsic representational feature in this sense.
But intrinsic representational features are not, in principle, restricted to reference and related prop-
erties. Senses, if there are any, are intrinsic representational features.

Relationism about Coordination should be understood against the background of the Fregean
approach to coordination. Coordination is the direct encoding of coreference. For the traditional
Fregean, this encoding happens at the level of sense. In particular, for traditional Fregeanism,
coordination is sameness of sense. For the Relationist, coordination is not sameness of sense. It
is an irreducibly relational representational feature. How, then, should it be understood? We find
two related models in the literature. Fine (2007; 2010) treats coordination is semantically-required
coreference. He treats semantic facts as bodies of semantic requirements. Those bodies are not
closed under logical consequence. So the fact that two representations are semantically required
to corefer is not determined by the fact that each refers to the same thing. Taschek (1995; 1998),
generalizing an idea from (Putnam, 1954), treats coordination as a feature of ‘global logical form’.
The idea is that the semantic features of a representation, for example its inferential role, depend
on its logical form (for example, that it is properly schematized with the re-occurrence of a term
in certain positions). Logical form is global, for Taschek, in that the logical form of a body of
representations is not fixed by the logical forms of its elements, considered individually. On either
model, coordination is an irreducibly relational representational feature.

8See (Taschek, 1995, pg. 83), (Fine, 2007, pg. 42), (Pinillos, 2011), (Heck, 2012, esp. pg 144-5), (Schroeter, 2012),
(Pryor, 2016b,a), (Goodman & Gray, 2020).
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2.2 Strict Relationism
The Relationist theses need precisification. Relationism about Coordination can be precisified
by giving an account of intrinsic representational features. I’ll do that below. Cognitive Signifi-

cance as Coordination can be precisified by being explicit about its scope. The way it’s framed
above suggests that Relationists hold that every cognitive difference between attitudes with the
same referential content is explained by coordination. But this isn’t clear. Fine’s central focus is
on accounting for the cognitive difference between attitudes expressed with coreferential proper
names. Less attention is payed to demonstrative or indexical attitudes.9 So it isn’t clear what he is
committed to with respect to those issues.

I’ll use ‘Strict Relationism’ as a name for view that gives a maximalist interpretation to Cog-

nitive Significance as Coordination. Strict Relationism holds that there is nothing to cognitive
significance beyond reference and coordination.

Strict Relationism Rationalizing explanation appeals only to attitude-force, reference, and
coordination.

Strict Relationism is the total repudiation of sense. We shouldn’t think of any Relationist as de-
terminately committed to it. At the same time, though, we shouldn’t think any Relationist as
determinately rejecting it either. The question isn’t often explicitly framed. An exception is (Heck,
2012, pg. 161). But even once Heck explicitly frames it, they are non-committal.

2.3 Fregeanism
The Relationist challenge is simple: why should we think that the relations that are relevant to
rationalizing explanation are determined by the properties that are relevant to rationalizing expla-
nation? If we accept the idea that there is nothing incoherent in the idea of an irreducibly relational
representational feature, we’re left with two questions: Are there any such features? And, if so,
how much work can they do?

With this in mind, I’m going to suggest that we can reverse-engineer Fregeanism: we can think
of Fregeanism as that which Relationism rejects. Or, more carefully, we can think of different
varieties of Fregeanism as characterized by the acceptance or rejection of (interpretations of) the
Relationist theses. I don’t claim any historical accuracy for this idea, nor any fidelity to the self-
conception of recent self-described Fregeans. I’m offering it as a new way to see the structure
of the issues. The justification for this reorientation will come from the illumination it provides.
We’ll see that is very natural to think of (at least a certain class of) extant Fregean approaches in
this way.

9Fine briefly discusses the first-person pronoun (2007, pg. 124). What he says there—that uses of ‘I’ are coordinated
with experiences ‘of oneself’— seems to presuppose a non-relational account of the nature of first-person experience.
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So we’ll think of Fregeanism—as a family of approaches—as the rejection of Strict Relation-
ism.

Fregeanism Rationalizing explanation appeals to a representational feature of attitude states
distinct from their force, reference and coordination.

Call this putative feature—the representational property possessed by attitudes in addition to their
reference and coordination relations—sense. We have yet to say anything substantive about what
senses are. But this is enough to get a contrast off the ground with Strict Relationism.

I’ll pause here for a reminder: because of the capacious sense of ‘representational’ at issue
here, this use of ‘sense’ and ‘Fregeanism’ is potentially misleading. If Strict Relationism is false,
all that follows is that rationalizing explanation appeals to a feature of token attitudes beyond
reference and coordination. It doesn’t follow that this extra feature is part of the ‘content’ of
the attitudes in some stronger sense (as the traditional Fregean maintains), rather than a feature
of guises, notions, etc (as a certain kind of Russellian will insist). So this taxonomy will count
certain theorists as Fregeans who would not appreciate the label. With apologies to them, I use
the label for two reasons. First, though I won’t argue for it, I take the alleged difference here to be
largely terminological. Second, the picture of cognitive significance that I develop is inspired by
non-descriptive Fregean approaches.

2.4 Strict Fregeanism
We characterized the family of Fregean approaches in terms of the rejection of a maximalist inter-
pretation of Cognitive Significance as Coordination. We can use Relationism about Coordination

to characterize varieties of Fregeanism. The rejection of Strict Relationism is consistent with both
the acceptance or rejection of Relationism about Coordination.10

On our taxonomy, if we reject Strict Relationism we thereby hold that (at least some) mental
representations have senses. This is to say that they have representational properties distinct from
reference and coordination. It doesn’t commit us to anything about those senses; in particular it
doesn’t commit us to any thesis that links the distribution of senses to coordination. Let’s call the
kind of Fregeanism that accepts the Fregean picture of coordination ‘Strict Fregeanism’.

Strict Fregeanism Representations r1 and r2 are coordinated if and only if the sense of r1 =
the sense of r2.

10We’re characterizing what it might mean to hold that the coordination of two representations is determined by their
‘intrinsic representational features’. Let’s get one kind of interpretation out in the open so that we can ignore it.
Someone might interpret the Fregean as holding that the ‘intrinsic’ features of a representation are those features
that it possesses independently of its relation to other representations. This would be to treat the Fregean as a
metasemantic atomist. I’m not aware of any Fregean who takes on a position like this. And it’s not plausible on its
own merits. Note that reference isn’t plausibly an intrinsic representational feature, in this sense.
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This characterizes a family of views; it doesn’t say what senses are, it adds a structural constraint
on their distribution.

2.5 Minimal Fregeanism
Taxonomizing the positions in this way allows us to see the space for another, non-traditional,
form of Fregeanism. Let’s call the position that accepts Fregeanism and Relationism about Coor-

dination ‘Minimal Fregeanism’.11 It accepts that senses exists, but denies that sense determines
coordination.

Minimal Fregeanism Rationalizing explanation appeals to a representational feature of at-
titude states distinct from their force, reference, and coordination; but that feature doesn’t
determine coordination.

This position holds that representations have sense and that representations can be coordinated, but
that these two representational features make structurally independent contributions to cognitive
significance.

3 Determination

The clearest way to see the relation between these positions—I will rely on this later in giving an
argument for Minimal Fregeanism—is to note that they differ with respect to what representational
features fix the total representational state of an agent’s attitudes.

We’ll say that two attitude states are coordinatively-isomorphic if they involve the same at-
titudes towards the same referential content, coordinated in the same way.12 Recall that Strict

11I’m not completely happy with this name. The position stands in the same relation to Strict Relationism as it does
to Strict Fregeanism. So it could just as easily be called ‘Minimal Relationism’. And the name has already been
used in the literature. (Speaks, 2015) uses ‘Minimal Fregeanism’ for a version of Strict Fregeanism that I would
prefer to call ‘Fregean Quietism’; this view holds that there are senses, but there is nothing informative to say about
what they are beyond the individuation conditions we can characterize using the intuitive criterion of difference (this
might be the best way to think of the view in (McDowell, 1977)). Sainsbury uses ‘Minimal Fregeanism’ too (he also
talks about ‘pared down Fregeanism’; I’m not sure whether they are the same view). Some of what he says about
it suggests he has in mind something like Strict Relationism (Sainsbury, 2005, pg. 15). But his overall approach
might be more in line with McDowell (see, e.g., (Sainsbury, 2003, pg. 15)). Having said that, and with apologies to
Speaks and Sainsbury, I couldn’t think of a better name.

12This informal characterization elides a distinction. There is a weaker relation: attitude states B and B′ are
coordinatively-isomorphic iff there is a bijection, f , from B to B′ such that i) for every b ∈ B, b and f (b) have
the same referential content and force and ii) for every b1, b2 ∈ B, b1 and b2 are coordinated iff f (b1) and f (b2) are
coordinated. And there is a stronger version that replaces (ii) with: for every b ∈ B and every representation r (which
may or may not be in B), b and r are coordinated iff f (b) and r are coordinated. The weaker condition only requires
that the internal coordinative structure of B is mirrored B′. The stronger condition requires that all B’s coordinative
links are shared by B′. (This distinction corresponds to the distinction that Fine draws between weak de dicto and
strong de dicto readings of attitude ascriptions.) The distinction is mostly irrelevant in what follows. Because we
are focusing on forms of rationalizing explanation that do not require coordination across subjects—we’re leaving
aside questions about joint action and communication—it’s plausible that what matters is the internal coordinative
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Relationism holds that that all there is to cognitive significance is reference and coordination. It fol-
lows from Strict Relationism, then, that if distinct subjects have coordinatively-isomorphic attitude
states they will be indistinguishable from the perspective of rationalizing explanation. Cognitive
significance would supervene on coordinated referential content.

Conversely, if we’re Fregeans—if we reject Strict Relationism—we hold that cognitive sig-
nificance doesn’t supervene on coordinated referential content.13 Fregeans hold that subjects with
coordinatively-isomorphic attitude states are not necessarily indistinguishable from the perspective
of rationalizing explanation. They may differ in terms of which senses are associated with which
attitudes.

We can also define the idea of attitude states being intrinsically-isomorphic: two attitude states
are intrinsically-isomorphic if they involve the same attitudes towards the same referential content
with the same distribution of senses over those contents. Recall that Strict Fregeanism holds that
sense determines coordination. It is the mirror of Strict Relationism: it entails that if two subjects
have intrinsically-isomorphic attitude states then they are indistinguishable from the perspective of
rationalizing explanation.

Finally, Minimal Fregeanism holds that sense and coordination make structurally indepen-
dent contributions to cognitive significance. So it holds that neither coordinatively-isomorphic
nor intrinsically-isomorphic attitude states are indistinguishable. Coordination and sense can vary
independently.

4 Sense

This way of conceptualizing the issues—reverse-engineering Fregeanism as the rejection of Strict
Relationism—allows us to offer a general characterization of the (or at least ‘a’) notion of sense.
We characterized sense as the representational feature that explains how the cognitive significance
of an attitude state exceeds what is determined by reference and coordination (if cognitive signifi-
cance does exceed that). This is a minimal and unfamiliar way of thinking about sense. So before
we evaluate whether there are senses, construed in this way, we’ll think more about what things
would be like if there were. My contention, which space will allow me to only partially defend, is
that many extant approaches to sense fit this mould. The discussion will serve, at the same time,
as an explication of the idea of an ‘intrinsic representational feature’, as it appears in Relationism

about Coordination. My goal in this section is to clarify the notion of sense sufficiently to allow

structure of an agent. But the Strict Relationist, strictly, holds only that agents who stand in the stronger relation are
in the same attitude state. See note (18) for one place where this might make a difference. Thanks to a referee for
raising this.

13This is slightly too quick. This only holds if we assume that sense, itself, doesn’t supervene on coordinated referential
content. It would be a strange form of Fregeanism that posited senses, but held that they were determined by
coordinated referential content. But see the discussion in §6.
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us to see what Relationists and Fregeans ought to be arguing about.
To that end, we’ll develop a simple framework for modeling how representational features work

in rationalizing explanation.14 Think of the form of rationalizing explanation as follows.

(1) I1...In → O

I1...In are input states; O is an output state. It doesn’t matter what kinds of states can be the inputs
or outputs to rationalizing explanation, except, of course, that token attitude can be. Recall we’re
assuming that rationalizing explanation subsumes token attitudes in virtue of their representational
features.

Consider an example: I believe that Hesperus is beautiful, call this belief B1; B1 is part of the
explanation of why I intend to look towards the heavens in the evening (call this intention E).

(2) Ie
i ...,B1,... Ie

n → E

Ie
i ...Ie

n are the other things, in addition to that belief, that are part of the explanation. It doesn’t
matter what they are for now.

Suppose, additionally, that if I hadn’t believed that Hesperus is beautiful, and instead believed
that Phosphorus is beautiful, call that belief B2, holding everything else about my cognitive situa-
tion fixed—in particular, holding fixed Ie

i ...Ie
n —I wouldn’t have looked towards the heavens.

(3) Ie
1..., B2,... Ie

n 9 E

So B1 and B2 have different roles in rationalizing explanation. So, by our lights, they differ
in their representational features. Given they have the same referential content, we must appeal to
coordination or sense to capture their difference.

If Strict Relationism is true, the only thing to appeal to is coordination: B1 and B2 can only
differ relationally, in terms of which other attitudes they are coordinated with. So the cognitive
difference between them must bottom out in the presence or absence of token attitudes with which
one member of the pair is coordinated and the other is not.

Perhaps that’s the right thing to say about this case. Maybe the crucial fact is that Ie
i ...Ie

n contain
attitudes with constituents that are coordinated with constituents of B1. An obvious candidate
would be a belief with the referential content that Venus appears in the evening, in which the
Venus-constituent is coordinated with the Venus-constituent of B1.

So if we imagined a more complete permutation of my cognitive state, not just trading B1 for
B2, but also trading any of the other inputs that is coordinated with B1 for a referentially equiva-
lent attitude that is coordinated with B2 , we would have a cognitive state that would rationalize
intending to look towards the heavens.
14The discussion in this section builds off (Gray, 2020) and was inspired by (Ninan, 2016).
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(4) Ie
1
′...,B2,... Ie

n
′→ E

Here Ie
1
′... Ie

n
′ are permutations of the original inputs, in which attitudes coordinated with B1

are replaced with referentially-equivalent attitudes coordinated with B2 (for example, the belief
that Hesperus appears in the evening is replaced with the belief that Phosphorus appears in the
evening). The crucial point is that the explanations in (2) and (4) are isomorphic.

Fregeanism, as we’re understanding it, is just the denial of Strict Relationism. If senses exist,
they are representational features that allow coreferential attitudes to differ in cognitive signifi-
cance—that is, allow them to differ in what rationalizing explanations they can participate in—in
a way that doesn’t bottom out in what other attitudes they are coordinated with. So this gives us
a clearer grip on what the Fregean is committed to and what sense is. She is committed to the
existence of representational features, and corresponding forms of rationalizing explanation, that
do not fit the pattern exemplified in (2)-(4).

To see how this works, let’s look at a particular account of sense. In the non-descriptive Fregean
tradition, theorists have posited perceptual demonstrative senses.15 Roughly, the idea is that the
fact that attitude about an object is governed by a perceptual relation is registered in its cognitive
significance. Given that standing in such a relation to an object is not a matter of having certain
coordinated attitudes about it, the explanatory role of these senses won’t fit the Strict Relationist
pattern.

An example: I see an apple, a, in front of me, and form a token belief on the basis of that
perception that a is tasty. Call that belief B3. B3 is part of the explanation of why I form the
intention to reach out my right hand to grasp the apple (call that intention R).

(5) Ir
1...,B3,... Ir

n→ R

Suppose, additionally, that if I didn’t have a perceptual belief that a is tasty, but instead had
formed a testimonial belief with the same referential content—call this B4—holding everything
else fixed, I wouldn’t have formed the intention to grasp a. (To fill in the case: my eyes are closed,
and a friend says to me ‘I call my favourite apple,“Crunchy”. Crunchy is tasty.’ Unbeknownst to
me, Crunchy is directly in front of me. I don’t reach for Crunchy.)

(6) Ir
1...,B4,... Ir

n9 R

B3 and B4 differ in cognitive significance. It’s open to the Fregean to claim this isn’t just be-
cause B3 is coordinated with attitudes that B4 is not. Part of the cognitive significance of perceptual
demonstratives senses, for the non-descriptive Fregean, lies in their connection to perception and

15See (Evans, 1982, chp. 5),(Evans, 1985), (Peacocke, 1981), (Campbell, 1987), (Recanati, 2012), (Dickie, 2015, chp.
4).
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action. And this connection isn’t supposed to be fully explained by the presence of propositional at-
titudes about the perceived object and its relation to the perceiver. Perceptual demonstrative senses
are partly constituted by a subject’s ‘pre-conceptual’ abilities to track an object in perception and
to act on the basis of that tracking.16

The Fregean claim is that there is no permutation of the inputs in (6) that would allow B4 to
participate in an explanation that is isomorphic to (5). If we tried the same trick we did with (2)
and (4), and swapped out Ir

1... Ir
n for inputs that differ only in that coordination links to B3 are

replaced with coordination links to B4, we would still have a state that wouldn’t explain R.

(7) Ir
1
′...,B4,... Ir

n
′9 R

Note that the claim is not that B4 could never be part of an explanation of R. It’s only that it
couldn’t play the structural role that B3 plays in (6).

This is very abstract. We haven’t said anything about why the permutation in (7) fails. In a
sense, this is fine for our purposes. I’m not, in this section, trying to establish that there are senses.
I’m only trying to establish what things would look like if there were. But a little speculative
detail will help bring this into view. The non-descriptive Fregean holds that even if I had beliefs
on the basis of testimony about, say, the location of the apple relative to my limbs, and these
beliefs were coordinated with B4, that wouldn’t be enough to generate an isomorphic explanation
of my reaching. Either such beliefs were no part of the original explanation in (6)—because the
perceptual character of my belief makes beliefs about locations otiose—or their addition wouldn’t
suffice to generate an explanation in (7)—because I need more than just beliefs about locations
in order to act on them, I need those beliefs to be ‘wired’ in the right way to perceptual channels.
Perceptual demonstrative attitudes are supposed to guide reaching behaviour in some more intimate
way than beliefs formed by other means can.

I’ve been focusing on perceptual demonstrative senses because they offer a clear way into these
issues. Though space doesn’t allow me to defend it, I’ll register my contention that other extant
approaches to sense will fit the structure just characterized: they posit representational features that
are not preserved under coordinative-isomorphism. For example, the role of primary intensions in
(Chalmers, 2002) will have this structure (consider: my ‘water’-attitudes and my ‘H2O’-attitudes
might be coordinatively-isomorphic, yet the difference in primary intensions between ‘water’ and
‘H2O’ is supposed to explain why certain ‘water’-conditionals are a priori for me when the cor-
responding ‘H2O’-conditionals are not). Similarly, the kind of practical modes of presentation
posited in (Stanley, 2011) and (Pavese, 2015) are supposed to have an explanatory relevance to
action that isn’t determined by coordinated referential content.

16See (Evans, 1982, chp. 5),(Evans, 1985), (Peacocke, 1981), (Campbell, 1987), (Campbell, 2002, Chp. 5), (Dickie,
2015, chp. 4). See (Scholl, 2001) and (Pylyshyn, 2007, chp. 2) for an overview of the empirical results that some
Fregeans take to be relevant here.
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So we have sharpened our understanding of what Strict Relationism and Fregeanism are dis-
agreeing about. I have not yet argued for the existence of senses. But we now have a tolerably
clear idea about what they would be like if they did exist. A clear enough idea, in fact, to argue
both that they do exist, and that their distribution doesn’t determine coordination.

5 Against Strict Relationism

The plausibility of Strict Relationism depends on whether there is more to cognitive significance
than coordinated referential content. Or, alternatively: whether agents in coordinatively-isomorphic
attitude states are indistinguishable from the perspective of rationalizing explanation. There are
different ways that one could argue against Strict Relationism, corresponding to different views
about the explanatory role of sense.17 The simplest route, and the one most likely to convince
the unaffiliated, runs through considerations that are typically discussed in the literature under the
heading of ‘essential indexicality’.

Imagine a variation on a case from (Perry, 1977): Smith is being attacked by a bear, while Jones
looks on. Smith curls up into a ball. Jones shouts at the bear to scare it away. We can imagine
filling out the details such that Smith and Jones are in states that are coordinatively-isomorphic
in the relevant domain: each desires that Smith not be harmed, believes that Smith is in danger,
etc. So from the perspective of the Strict Relationist, they are in the same attitude state.18 But
their attitude states rationalize different things: Smith’s state gives her a reason to roll into a ball.
Jones’s states give her a reason to shout. So Strict Relationism is false.

That was very quick. How might the Strict Relationist respond? I’ll consider four options.
First, perhaps we were too quick to assume that Smith and Jones would be in attitude states

that were coordinatively-isomorphic in the relevant domain. We have tried to proceed without
making too many assumptions about which attitudes rationalize each’s behaviour. Perhaps we’ve
overlooked a crucial asymmetry.

The challenge here is to find attitudes that are relevant to Smith’s rolling into a ball and such that
we cannot imagine duplicating them in Jones without altering the contrast at issue. For example,
Smith might have beliefs she would express with ‘If I roll into a ball I’ll remain unharmed’ and

17Though it is only implicit, the discussion in (Gray, 2020) can be read as an argument that considerations internal to
Relationists own examples—in particular, the coherence of the kind of ‘mirrored’-perceptual situations discussed in
(Austin, 1990), (Fine, 2007), and (Pryor, 2016b)—can be used to argue against Strict Relationism. Those situations
are only intelligible if Strict Relationism is false.

18This is one place where the distinction between the weaker and stronger versions of coordinative isomorphism might
be relevant (see note (12)). If we employ the stronger notion, Smith and Jones would be in the same attitude state
only if their attitudes are coordinated with each other. There is no barrier to this, given Fine’s characterization
of interpersonal coordination. We need only imagine that Smith takes her attitudes about herself to be strictly
coreferential with her utterances of ‘I’ and that Jones takes her attitudes about Smith to be strictly coreferential with
Smith’s utterances containing ‘I’. That is enough, in Fine’s system to ensure that their attitudes are coordinated with
each other. And stipulating this doesn’t change the contrast at issue in this case.

14



‘I’m able to roll into a ball’. And these beliefs are plausibly part of the explanation of why she
rolled into a ball. But we could easily imagine Jones having beliefs she would express with ‘If
Smith rolls into a ball she will likely remain unharmed’ and ‘Smith is able to roll into a ball’. The
presence of these beliefs wouldn’t rationalize Jones rolling into a ball. So once we expand our
view to include them, Smith’s and Jones’s attitudes would be isomorphic in the relevant domain
and would still rationalize different actions.

This process might continue: the Strict Relationist offering other potentially relevant attitudes
for Smith and the objector mirroring them in Jones. We can skip to the end of the process and
imagine that Smith and Jones believe and desire all of the same referential contents (and do so
isomorphically). This wouldn’t change the fact that they still occupy different perspectives. Here
we have reached Lewis’s (1979) two gods, without the omniscience. The two gods have completely
isomorphic attitude states. Lewis focuses on their referential omniscience and argues that they are
still ignorant of an important fact. We can focus on their coordinative-isomorphism and note that
were one of them attacked by a bear, they would have reason to act in different ways. So this
strategy won’t help the Strict Relationist.

The second response is to appeal to coordination with content-bearing states that are not at-
titudes (this response is based on discussion in (Heck, 2012, pg. 161)). One option here is to
hold that attitudes can be coordinated with perceptual representations. The Strict Relationist could
conceive of the situation like this: Smith’s attitudes are coordinated with Smith’s perceptual rep-
resentations (most relevantly, her attitudes about the bear are coordinated with her visual repre-
sentations of the bear); Jones’s attitudes are coordinated with Jones’s perceptual representations.
Given that Smith and Jones will have different perceptual representations—they have a different
perspective on the scene of the attack—we can explain the difference in their behaviour in terms
of those differences.

Without an account of the nature of perceptual content, it is hard to evaluate this move. In par-
ticular, in what sense are Smith’s and Jones’s perceptual states supposed to differ in their content?
On some views in this areas, their perceptual states will differ in their indexical content.19 And if
this is the case, the Strict Relationist has not solved the problem but merely relocated it.

Moreover, we can re-imagine the case to remove the temptation to appeal to perceptual dif-
ferences. Imagine that Smith and Jones are blindfolded in the woods. Stipulate that they are in
coordinatively-isomorphic attitude states. A silent bear approaches. A friend, watching, tells them
‘Smith is about to be attacked by a bear’. Smith forms a belief that she would express with ‘I’m
about to be attacked by a bear’. Jones forms a belief that she would express with ‘Smith is about
to be attacked by a bear’. Smith rolls into a ball. Jones shouts. Neither is in any perceptual state
that is relevant to their situation. The intelligibility of each’s behaviour doesn’t require any such

19This isn’t an uncommon claim about perception—see the discussion in (Siegel, 2016).
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difference. So the difference in their behaviour must be explained by a difference in their attitudes.
Another option—still under the heading of the second response—is to hold that attitudes can be

coordinated with emotional states, construed as content-bearing. Suppose we think, for example,
that fear has a representational component. Perhaps, when she is attacked, Smith is in a state of
fear that has her as an object. Suppose that Smith’s attitudes about herself are coordinated with
this fear. Perhaps this breaks the symmetry with Jones.20

As with the case of perceptual content, it is hard to evaluate this without an account of the
content of emotions. Can fears have something other than their bearers as objects? Could Jones
not also be in a state of fear about Smith? If so, as seems likely, the problem would simply be
reinstated here.

And, again, we can re-imagine the case to remove the temptation to appeal to emotional states.
The temptation is natural in the dramatic case at issue. But we need only lower the stakes. Suppose
that Smith has a very mild desire to not dirty her new boots. And Jones also has a mild desire that
Smith not dirty her boots. Smith believes she is about to step into patch of mud; Jones believes the
same thing. These attitudes give Smith a reason to pause mid-step but give Jones a reason to call
out a warning. It’s not clear that any emotions are relevant here. It’s just a difference in perspective.
Unless we hold that even the most mundane action explanation requires emotional involvement,
we can find cases that have the relevant structure.

As a third response, the Strict Relationist might appeal to a relation between attitude states
and non-representational psychological states (this response is also based on discussion in (Heck,
2012, pg. 161)). She might claim, for example, that attitudes can be ‘coordinated’ (note the scare
quotes) with non-representational kinaesthetic states. Perhaps Smith’s attitudes about Smith are
‘coordinated’ with Smith’s kinaesthetic states; Jones’s attitudes about Smith are not ‘coordinated’
with Jones’s kinaesthetic states. This ‘coordination’, we can imagine, has some effect on how
attitudes are translated into motor routines. Perhaps that’s the relevant difference.

The issue is that once we extend coordination beyond a relation between object-representations,
we lose a grip on what the Relationist is claiming. The substance that we’ve given to the idea of
intrinsic representational features requires that non-intrinsic representational features be preserved
under isomorphism of coordinated referential content. If we allow ‘coordination’ to hold between
a representational state and a non-representational state, we lose this characterization of what the
Relationist is denying about coordination (we lose our grip on Relationism about Coordination).

The idea that ‘I’-thoughts are special because they are wired differently to sub-personal sys-
tems of action is at the core of the sorts of non-descriptive pictures of sense we characterized in
§4. And this is one of the pictures of sense that Relationists have set themselves against. If we
accept that any difference in the way that an attitude is functionally realized can be thought of as

20Thanks to a referee for raising this possibility.
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a difference in coordination, we lose any possibility of a giving a substantive characterization of
intrinsic representational differences. And so we lose the possibility of characterizing a genuine
disagreement between Relationism and Fregeanism.

I should mention that I don’t take myself to be arguing against Fine or Heck, exactly: neither
explicitly commits themselves to Strict Relationism. And it is possible that they would accept the
idea that the specialness of ‘I’-thoughts is located in their functional connection to action (Heck,
in particular, raises this possibility). But if this is the case, we should think of them as Minimal
Fregeans. This is because we have a tolerably clear understanding of what coordination is, for
the Relationist. And, on that understanding, coordination holds between representations. Recall
our two Relationist pictures of coordination: semantically-required coreference and global logical
form. Neither of these is consistent with coordination holding between a representation and a
non-representational state. So if we were to try to extend coordination to include relations to non-
representational states, we would lose the grip we have on the notion. So this line of response is
not promising.

As a final response, the Strict Relationist might simply deny that Smith and Jones are in states
that rationalize different actions. The special character of indexical thought has recently come
in for scepticism. We should ask if the Strict Relationist could find comfort here. The short
answer is no. A central dialectical move in the relevant arguments—(Cappelen & Dever, 2013)
and (Magidor, 2015)—is the claim that the putative special status of indexical thought is just an
instance of the general phenomenon of Frege-cases. But the sceptics don’t offer a theory of Frege-
cases, let alone a Strict Relationist one. So it would be dialectical three-card-monte for the Strict
Relationist to appeal to scepticism about the essential indexicality to avoid positing senses when
that scepticism presupposes an independent, but not offered, theory of Frege-cases.

Note also that the argument in this section is consistent with one of Cappelen & Dever’s main
contentions: that even if the sorts of cases to which proponents of essential indexicality appeal
show that a purely Russellian view of content is insufficient for action-explanation, we have been
given no reason to think that it is representations of the self, or of the current time, or of the present

location, where the ‘extra’ explanatory power must be located (2013, chp. 3). Nothing in this
section is inconsistent with this claim, because we made no attempt to locate the representational
difference between Smith’s and Jones’s attitudes. We might locate it in a difference in sense be-
tween Smith’s representation of Smith and Jones’s representation of Smith; or between Smith’s
representation of the bear and Jones’s representation of the bear; or both; or somewhere else. The
argument was only supposed to establish that they were in distinct yet coordinatively-isomorphic
attitude states. More work—in particular, a theory of sense—would be required to characterize the
difference substantially.

Of course, just because extant sceptics about essential indexicality don’t offer a Strict Relation-
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ist account of Frege puzzles, doesn’t mean that one won’t forthcoming. I can’t argue against any
possible form of such scepticism. It’s enough, I hope, to show that the scepticism that we find in
the literature doesn’t actually support the claim that coordinatively-isomorphic attitude states are
indistinguishable from the perspective of rationalizing explanation. And reflection on the cases
above suggests that this claim is dubious. That’s enough to establish that Strict Relationism is
implausible.

One final note about de se scepticism. The recent literature has revolved, in part, around
whether the cases that are said to motivate essential indexicality are ‘just’ Frege-cases.21 One dif-
ficulty in having this discussion is lack of clarity about exactly what being a Frege-case amounts
to. Our discussion here identifies one clear sense in which Perry-style cases exhibit a structure that
is not (at least not obviously) shared with Hesperus/Phosphorus-type cases. A ‘Hesperus’-thought
can differ in cognitive significance from a referentially equivalent ‘Phosphorus’-thought. But,
plausibly, this difference is fully explained by the other attitudes with which each thought is co-
ordinated. An ‘I’-thought can differ in cognitive significance from a referentially equivalent ‘That
person’-thought. But it is much less plausible, in this case, that the difference is fully explained by
coordination and its absence. A whole coordinated body of ‘I’-thoughts differs in its rationalizing
powers from an isomorphic body of ‘That person’-thoughts. If that’s right, this is a clear sense
in which Perry-style cases do not simply exhibit the same phenomenon as Hesperus/Phosphorus-
cases. This fact has been obscured in the literature because of failure to clearly distinguish ques-
tions about coordination from more general questions about cognitive significance. Clarity here,
in my view, makes the job of the de se sceptic more difficult.

6 Against Strict Fregeanism

Strict Fregeans hold that representations of the same object are coordinated if and only if they have
the same sense. Senses are representational features that are not preserved under coordinative-
isomorphism. The problem for Strict Fregeanism is that there aren’t enough differences in sense
to go around. To show this, we can adapt an anti-Fregean argument that is already present in the
literature. I say ‘adapt’ because our dialectical context allows the argument to be more targeted
and persuasive.

Fine and Pryor offer ‘mirrored-perception’ arguments against Fregeanism. In Fine’s (2007)
version, a subject’s perceptual field is perfectly mirrored. She perceives an object twice, once on
each side of her visual field. She forms two distinct bodies of attitudes about it. Pryor (2016a)
imagines a creature with eyes on long stalks, the deliverances of which are not combined into a
single visual field. The creature perceives the same object through two distinct eye-stalks, and

21See, e.g., (Cappelen & Dever, 2013), (Magidor, 2015),(Ninan, 2016), (Shaw, 2019).
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forms distinct bodies of attitudes on the basis of those perceptions.
The scenarios are supposed to pose a problem for Fregeanism because the ‘mirrored’ elements

in the distinct bodies of attitudes do not differ in their intrinsic representational features. From
our perspective, though, it’s not entirely clear how to interpret them. Fine and Pryor don’t offer
an explicit characterization of sense. Relatedly, they don’t distinguish the two aspects of Relation-
ist ideology—Cognitive Significance as Coordination and Relationism about Coordination—so it
isn’t clear whether they are targeting Fregeanism as a family of approaches or Strict Fregeanism
more narrowly (though it seems fair to say that the main thrust of the arguments is for Relationism

about Coordination). In (Gray, 2020), I argued that the failure to distinguish these different aspects
of the dialectical landscape means that these discussions do not succeed as knock-down arguments
against any possible Fregean approach. Put briefly, Fine’s and Pryor’s scenarios involve putative
cases in which a single subject has distinct bodies of attitudes that are coordinatively-isomorphic
and such that the mirrored elements of which do not differ in sense. But this is only dubiously
coherent (or, so I argued).

More importantly, our goal here is more precise and more modest. We have a tolerably precise
characterization of sense. And we have already argued that Cognitive Significance as Coordination

is false. So our task is simply to argue for Relationism about Coordination. To do that, we needn’t
look for coordinatively-isomorphic bodies of attitudes. We only need find a pair of uncoordinated
coreferential attitudes that do not differ in terms of the features of cognitive significance they
possess that exceed what is determined by coordination and reference.

And it turns out that once we clearly see what is needed to argue against Strict Fregeanism,
the relevant cases are familiar. Take Kripke’s (1979) famous discussion: Peter learns about the
famous musician/statesman Paderewski in two conversations. He fails to realize that he is being
told about one person, so comes to believe that Paderewski, the statesman, and Paderewski, the
musician, are distinct. Suppose either that he has no perceptual recognitional capacity with respect
to Paderewski, or that he cannot distinguish the ‘two’ Paderewskis perceptually. The result is that
Peter has two distinct coordinated bodies of attitudes about Paderewski. One body, call it Pm

1 ...Pm
n ,

contains a belief with the referential content that Paderewski is a musician, a desire with referential
content that Paderewski play more concerts in Krakow, etc. The other, call it Pp

1 ...Pp
n , contains

a belief with the referential content that Paderewski is a politician, a desire with the referential
content that Paderewski win the next election, etc.

Grant the Fregean that each representation of Paderewski in Pm
1 ...Pm

n and Pp
1 ...Pp

n has a sense;
that is, that it has some representational feature that exceeds what is determined by referential
content and coordination. It’s difficult to know what explanatory role these senses are supposed to
have, but leave that aside.22 We can ask: is there any reason to think that the Paderewski-senses in

22It’s common for non-descriptive Fregeans to posit name-based senses. See (Ackerman, 1979), (Evans, 1982, chp.
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the two bodies are distinct? Is there any reason to think that there is one Paderewski-sense that is
shared by every representation of Paderewski in Pm

1 ...Pm
n , and a distinct Paderewski-sense that is

shared by every representation of Paderewski in Pp
1 ...Pp

n ?
Let Sm be the sense associated with Pm

1 ...Pm
n and let Sp be the sense associated with Pp

1 ...Pp
n . If

Smand Sp are distinct, the difference between them will be displayed in the different way that they
participate in rationalizing explanation. Is there any such difference? Here is a reason to think that
there isn’t. If Smand Sp were distinct, we could imagine another agent, call him Paul, whose atti-
tudes about Paderewski were coordinatively-isomorphic to Peter’s, but in which the senses of the
two bodies were switched. So Paul has a body of attitudes that corresponds to Pm

1 ...Pm
n (it contains

the belief that Paderewski is musician, the desire that he play a concert, etc) but those represen-
tations of Paderewski are associated with Sp. And he has a body of attitudes that corresponds to
Pp

1 ...Pp
n (it contains the belief that Paderewski is a politician, the desire that Paderewski be elected,

etc) but those representations are associated with Sm. To put it plainly, we should be able to imag-
ine the musician-contents presented via the politician-sense and the politician-contents presented
via the musician-sense.

My contention is that this permutation is incoherent.23 Once we’ve been told that an agent has
two distinct bodies of attitudes associated with the name ‘Paderewski’, that one contains attitudes
with referential content such-and-such and the other contains attitudes with referential content so-

and-so, we know everything I need to know about the explanatory potential of the attitudes in each
body. There is no explanatory work for a difference in sense between the two bodies do. So Strict
Fregeanism is false. There can be uncoordinated attitudes that don’t differ in sense.

It might be replied that the Strict Fregean has an obvious response.24 She could simply hold
that the distribution of senses over a body of attitudes supervenes on the coordinated referential
content of that body. This would explain why it is not possible to permute the senses in Peter’s
attitudes about Paderewski while holding fixed the coordinated referential content.

The problem with a conception of sense that makes sense supervene on coordinated referential
content is that it would make sense explanatorily idle (here I’m following a point Heck (1995)
makes in the inter-personal case). This view admits that once we’ve fixed the referential facts
about a body of attitudes, and we’ve fixed the coordination structure, we have fixed everything that
is relevant to rationalizing explanation. It insists, though, that we should still posit senses, which,
on this view, simply correspond to equivalence-classes of coordinated representations.

This approach is coherent. But it is without motivation. Senses are theoretical posits and
should earn their keep by doing some explanatory work. If we admit that they do no work in

11), (Devitt, 1989), (Recanati, 1997, chp. 10) , (Davis, 2005, chp. 13), (Dickie, 2015, chp. 5).
23One can find this style of argument for Relationism, which in I call a ‘degrees of freedom’ argument in (Gray, 2017),

in (Pinillos, 2011) and (Pryor, 2016b).
24Thanks to a referee for pressing this point.
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relation to rationalizing explanation that is not done just as well by reference and coordination, we
ought to let them go. To put the point another way, this kind of position is only motivated by an
antecedent commitment to the falsity of Relationism about Coordination. But where could that
commitment come from? It is not generally true that the relations in some domain are determined
by the properties in that domain. Fine (2007; 2010) offers an elegant model for understanding
how the representational domain might have this structure. Absent an argument from the Strict
Fregean that coordination cannot be a representational primitive, there is no reason to accept their
approach. We should not be led, by unmotivated rejection of Relationism about Coordination,

from the fact that differences in sense sometimes do explanatory work to the claim that we must
posit enough differences in sense to mirror the structure of coordination. Strict Fregeanism forces
us to posit brute distinctions in sense that make no explanatory difference. The most perspicuous
framework in which to represent cognitive significance appeals directly to coordination, and only
posits differences in sense where they make a difference. This is Minimal Fregeanism.

7 Minimal Fregeanism

Once we get the landscape of options in view—by distinguishing Strict Relationism, Minimal
Fregeanism, and Strict Fregeanism—we see that the two extreme positions have complemen-
tary flaws. To refute Strict Relationism, we argued that a certain kind of cognitive permuta-
tion—holding fixed coordinated referential content while permuting first-person/third-person per-
spective—is intelligible. To refute Strict Fregeanism, we argued that a different kind of cogni-
tive permutation—holding fixed coordinated referential content while permuting ‘Paderewski’-
senses—is not intelligible. These two results establish that neither Strict Relationism nor Strict
Fregeanism is correct. Both have an overly-simplistic conception of the relation between coordi-
nation and intrinsic representational features. We need to posit both senses and coordination and
hold that neither is determined by the other.

Pursuing Minimal Fregeanism requires reconsidering fundamental questions about cognitive
significance. Space doesn’t permit an exploration, but I’ll note one important feature of Minimal
Fregeanism: it cannot use the traditional Fregean tool for individuating senses. That tool—called
Frege’s Constraint (Schiffer, 1978) or The Intuitive Criterion of Difference (Evans, 1982, pg.
20)—holds that we can read sameness and difference of sense off of facts about when it wouldn’t
be irrational to take conflicting attitudes towards pairs of contents. But now that we have allowed
that two representations can fail to be coordinated despite sharing a sense, this test doesn’t work.
A contradiction is ‘explicit’ only when its referential elements are coordinated. So the reason
that it isn’t irrational to take conflicting attitudes towards referentially equivalent contents, when
it isn’t, is the absence of coordination between the relevant referential elements. Given Minimal
Fregeanism, the fact that Peter has a belief, in one body of attitudes, that Paderewski is a musician
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and doubts, in the other body, that Paderewski is musician, is consistent with the two attitudes
sharing a sense. It only shows that the two representations of Paderewski are not coordinated.

Though this might initially seem troubling—we have taken away the Fregean’s most powerful
tool—I suggest that we should think of it as a liberation.25 If we don’t tie senses to coordina-
tion, we won’t be faced with the familiar situation of offering a substantive account of sense and
having it immediately refuted by an application of Frege’s Constraint. One of the motivations for
Relationism has simply been the failure of Fregeans to give a substantive account of sense that
legitimates Frege’s Constraint. We can see now that Fregeans shouldn’t have been trying. We can
focus on the explanatory work that we want sense to do and let the relationship between sense and
coordination be revealed by our investigation.26
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