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realist since one of his main themes was the impossibility of standing outside
language to describe the reality that makes what we say true or false.
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1. Introduction

This is an extremely rich book, which offers a novel picture of knowledge of
our internal world and how it fits into a more general picture of ourselves as
both bearers and attributers of epistemic properties. The view is described as
antifoundationalist, thoroughly externalist, and deeply contextualist. The book
combines some very broad-ranging insights in the philosophy of mind of lan-
guage with detailed discussion of many of the deepest puzzles that have con-
cerned philosophers in these fields over the last decades including Sleeping
Beauty, Lewis’s Two Gods, Kripke’s Pierre, and Jackson’s Mary.

The book is no easy read. The discussion is often very dense, material
that appears later in the book helps shed light on earlier parts, and a good famil-
iarity with Stalnaker’s previous work is almost essential. It is only by reading the
book patiently and carefully that the reader can put the pieces together into a
general picture. However, the patience does pay off, as the picture that emerges
is both intriguing and radical and suggests some genuinely fresh solutions to
a wide range of extensively discussed puzzles. I don’t know if Stalnaker’s views
will be broadly adopted, but I expect they will certainly generate a lot of fruitful
and exciting discussion.

2. Knowledge and Self-Location

The reader who is looking for a one-line summary of Stalnaker’s view of knowl-
edge of the internal world will be hard-pressed to find it. Rather than outlining
a general position, Stalnaker considers a range of difficult puzzle cases, and his
position emerges gradually through his discussion of these cases. I will follow

Thanks to Cian Dorr, John Hawthrone, and Sarah Moss for helpful discussion of this
material.
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suit and try to give a sense of the main line of thought by considering Stalnaker’s
discussion of the Sleeping Beauty puzzle in comparison with Jackson’s Mary.

First, consider Sleeping Beauty. As is familiar, Sleeping Beauty is put to
sleep on Sunday night after being told that she will be woken up either once or
twice in the next two days, depending on the flip of a fair coin. If heads, she is
woken up only once, on Monday, and if tails, she is woken up on Monday and
again on Tuesday, but only after being given a drug that ensures that she will
have no memory of the Monday waking. The question is to what degree should
Sleeping Beauty believe, upon being woken up on Monday, that the coin will
(or did) land heads. There are good reasons to think that the answer should
be one third.1 Yet this answer conflicts with the compelling intuition that upon
being woken up on Monday, Sleeping Beauty gains no new information, and
so her degree of belief in heads should remain just as it was on Sunday night—
namely, one half.

Stalnaker’s solution to the puzzle offers a promising golden mean: he
argues that the answer to the puzzle should be one third but maintains that
this answer can be defended while retaining the principle that Sleeping Beauty
should change her degree of belief only in light of new information. On his
proposal, upon being woken up on Monday, Sleeping Beauty does gain new
information in the strictest sense of the term: she is able to rule out (uncen-
tered) possible worlds that she wasn’t able to rule out before.

The discussion of the solution (61–62) is not easy to follow, but let me
try and rephrase it in my own terms. Suppose that when Sleeping Beauty wakes
up on Monday, she names the token thought she is having as she first wakes up
‘George’.2 Now there are initially four genuine possibilities to consider: George
might occur on Monday or Tuesday, and the coin might land on heads or tails.
But when she is woken up on Monday, Sleeping Beauty does gain new informa-
tion: she learns that George is a token thought she is having while being awake,
and so given that the combination Tuesday + heads + awake is not possible,
she is able to rule out the possibility where George occurs on Tuesday and the
coin lands on heads.3

One thing to note about this solution is that it relies on some contro-
versial assumptions about the metaphysics of token thoughts, for example, that
it is metaphysically possible for George to occur at a different time than it in

1. See, for example, Elga 2000 and Dorr 2002.
2. Stalnaker insists throughout the book that the puzzles concerning self-location

have nothing in particular to do with indexicality (see, for example, 59 and 87). I think
he is completely right about this, and I therefore present his solution by appeal to names
rather than to indexicals such as ‘today’ or ‘this thought’.

3. If one is worried that such token thoughts can occur only while one is awake, one
can instead assume that what Mary learns is that George exists (on this view, the initial
four possibilities are: exists on Monday + tails, exists on Tuesday + tails, exists on Monday
+ heads, and doesn’t exist + heads).
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fact did.4 A more troubling question concerning this solution is why this line of
reasoning was not already available to Sleeping Beauty on Sunday night. One
possible response is to say that on Sunday night, Sleeping Beauty was not in a
position to pick out the token thought George, and thus was not able to con-
sider the different possibilities that concern it. However, it is far from clear that
this response succeeds: after all, even on Sunday night Sleeping Beauty could
pick out George by making the stipulation “Let the first token thought that I
have upon waking up on Monday be called ‘Tony’” and inferring that Tony
(which is identical to George) is a thought she will have while being awake.
Stalnaker, as I understand him, would resist this move by appealing to his usual
diagonalization strategy. There is nothing to stop Sleeping Beauty from coining
a name ‘Tony’ as suggested, but if she then says to herself “Tony will occur while
I’m awake,” the proposition she thereby expresses is the trivial diagonal propo-
sition that is true in a world w just in case whichever token thought she has in w
upon being woken up on Monday occurs while she is awake, rather than the sin-
gular proposition concerning the token thought Tony/George. The stipulated
introduction of the name ‘Tony’ is not sufficient to allow Sleeping Beauty to
have the relevant singular thought concerning George that she is able to have
on Monday.

Why then does the stipulation associated with ‘George’ on Monday enti-
tle Sleeping Beauty to such singular thoughts (rather than to similarly diago-
nalized ones)? One might be tempted to think that the difference has to do
with the notion of acquaintance: the naming stipulation for ‘Tony’ involves an
indirect description, while the naming stipulation for ‘George’ is made while in
direct presence or acquaintance with the token thought. However, Stalnaker’s
discussion of Jackson’s Mary case indicates that he resists this line of thought.

Stalnaker presents an interesting variant of the original Mary puzzle
(86). As in the original case, Mary grows up in a black-and-white room and
never observes the colors red or green. Before being exposed to any colorful
object, Mary coins the names ‘Ph-red’ and ‘Ph-green’ for the kind of phenom-
enal experience that a normal observer, with similar physical characteristics to
those of Mary, would have upon seeing, in normal lighting conditions, a red
or green object respectively. Mary is then told that she will be subjected to the
following experiment: she will be shown either a red or a green star, depending
on a flip of a coin. Suppose that following the coin flip Mary is shown a red star.
Mary decides to name the phenomenal character of the experience she just
had ‘Wow’.

Is Mary now in a position to know that Ph-red is Wow? Given some com-
mon assumptions on the metaphysics of color, the proposition that Ph-red is
Wow is a necessary one. Moreover, the crucial property involved in this claim

4. Stalnaker suggests on p. 70, n. 1 that he is not relying on this assumption, but I
cannot see how his solution to Sleeping Beauty goes through without it.
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(Wow) is one that Mary is as directly acquainted with as one can hope. Yet as
Stalnaker is thinking about it, it would be counterintuitive to say that Mary
now knows that Ph-red is Wow: all she learns after being shown the star is that
either Ph-red or Ph-green is Wow. Thus despite her direct acquaintance with
Wow, Stalnaker recommends diagonalization in this case: Mary’s thoughts in
terms of Wow are assessed by considering Ph-red relative to worlds where Mary
is shown a red star, and Ph-green relative to worlds where she is shown a green
star. This is precisely where Stalnaker’s “deep contextualism” about knowledge
kicks in: there is no general recipe for which proposition ‘that p’ denotes in
knowledge attributions of the form ‘X knows that p’. The proposition in ques-
tion depends on which aspects of the agent’s knowledge and ignorance the
knowledge-attributer is modeling in that particular context.

3. Externalism vs. Internalism

Stalnaker classifies his view as one that involves a “thorough-going externalism”
(111). Indeed, Stalnaker’s discussion of the Mary coin-flipping scenario above
reveals just how far his externalism goes. On Stalnaker’s view, even after seeing
the red star, there are some possible worlds compatible with Mary’s knowledge
in which the star she was shown was green. But because the connection between
green and Ph-green is taken by Stalnaker to be a necessary one, in those worlds
Mary has an experience with green phenomenology. This in turns entails that
even after seeing the red star, it is compatible with Mary’s knowledge that her
experience consisted of green phenomenology! Note just how extreme this is:
Timothy Williamson’s antiluminosity arguments have already suggested that
we are not always in a position to know precisely which phenomenal experience
we are having (Williamson 2001, chap. 4). But Williamson’s arguments involve
possibilities where the agent has a very similar phenomenal experience to the
one he or she actually has. Stalnaker argues that Mary does not even know which
of two radically different (red or green) phenomenal experiences she had.

It is surprising that despite this extreme externalism, there are also some
highly internalist strands in Stalnaker’s position. For one thing, his diagonaliza-
tion strategy entails that, at least in many contexts, words behave as if they had
descriptive contents rather than referential ones—the kind of contents that are
typically associated with internalism about content. More strikingly, in chapter
6, Stalnaker argues that it is a fundamental constraint on thought that agents
always know what they are thinking in the sense that their thoughts have the
same content relative to each possible world compatible with their knowledge.
But this assumption in turn requires something like the KK-principle (if an
agent knows that p, then he or she knows that he or she knows that p). The
reason is roughly this: in any case where the content of one’s thought involves
diagonalization, one diagonalizes over the set of worlds that are compatible with
one’s knowledge. But if content is to be uniform across the worlds compatible
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with one’s knowledge, the set over which one diagonalizes must be uniform
too, and hence all worlds compatible with one’s knowledge must agree with
the actual world about which worlds are compatible with one’s knowledge, and
thus one must have knowledge that one knows.5 This is striking, because the
KK-principle has been taken by many to be the hallmark of internalism about
knowledge. Rather than being purely externalist, Stalnaker’s view strikes me as
an unusual blend of both internalist and externalist ideas.

4. Contextualism: Superficial, Moderate, and Extreme

Stalnaker classifies his view of knowledge as a kind of “deep contextualism,”
which he contrasts with “superficial contextualism” (102–5). An example of
superficial contextualism is Lewis’s view of knowledge: on Lewis’s view there
is a default class of possibilities that the agent is able to rule out when he or
she is correctly characterized as knowing that p. Of course in some contexts we
allow that he or she can rule out only a subclass of those possibilities (those
that he or she cannot properly ignore), but this contextualism is superficial
in the sense that there is always one absolute, default class of possibilities one
is considering (the class of possible worlds in which p is false). By contrast,
Stalnaker’s contextualism is one where “we need context, not to explain how
we can go beyond our experience to eliminate possibilities, but to provide an
account of the information that does the eliminating” (105). We have already
seen an example of this above: Sleeping Beauty was able to eliminate possibil-
ities via the singular proposition concerning the token thought George, while
Mary was able to eliminate possibilities only via descriptive material of the sort
“the phenomenal character of my experience—whatever it is.”

It seems to me, though, that there are two different ways to understand
what Stalnaker means by “deep contextualism.” According to one (call it mod-
erate contextualism), for any agent and any time, there is one absolute class of
possible worlds that the agent at the time is not able to rule out. On this view,
the difficulty is merely in characterizing the relevant class of worlds. Both knowl-
edge attributers and the agents themselves use language to characterize what
agents know or learn in different situations. Thus, the suggestion goes, the
claims “X knows that p” (or “X learnt that p”) allow the class of worlds that
the phrase ‘that p’ denotes to vary radically according to context.6 The other
position (call it extreme contextualism), lets contextualism run even deeper than
this. On this view, there is no absolute, context-independent class of possible

5. See Hawthorne and Magidor 2009 for a much more detailed version of this
argument.

6. Of course, there is a sense in which this claim will be true for any case where ‘p’
contains an indexical or context-sensitive term. But the idea is that ‘that p’ can vary in
unusual ways, ones that do not involve ordinary indexicality, and which depend on ‘that
p’ being embedded in a belief or knowledge attribution.
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worlds that correctly characterizes each agent’s total doxastic or epistemic state
at a time: even God could not say for each possible world whether it ultimately
is or isn’t one that belongs to the relevant state of the agent.7

I am not entirely clear which of the two views Stalnaker is defending.
Some of his remarks suggest it is moderate contextualism. For example, he
argues that “in the interpretation of statements of the form ‘x believes that phi’,
the ‘that phi’ will denote a set of (uncentered) possible worlds. . . . By taking
the contents of belief to be (uncentered) propositions, we can straightforwardly
compare the beliefs of different subjects, and we can model the way assertions
change the context in a straightforward way” (71). It is hard to see how model-
ing synchronic or diachronic comparisons of belief-states would be in any way
straightforward if the set of possible worlds representing an agent’s belief-state
at a time depends on subtle facts concerning the attributor’s context, in the way
that extreme contextualism suggests.

On the other hand, putting together the general picture Stalnaker
paints throughout the book, I suspect that he is in fact pulled toward the more
extreme view. To take a simple example: suppose Jill witnesses Jack’s pants go
on fire, and exclaims, “His pants are on fire!” If this is not a context where we
are particularly concerned with Jill’s knowledge or ignorance of Jack’s iden-
tity, then by Stalnaker’s lights we can characterize Jill in this case as acquiring
knowledge of the singular proposition that asserts of Jack (the very person) that
his pants are on fire.8 However, if we were to assume moderate contextualism
(coupled with Stalnaker’s general model of knowledge and belief), that would
entail that Jill also learned, for every essential property phi of Jack, that the person
whose pants are on fire has phi. This is so because any possible world in which
the person whose pants are on fire does not have phi is a world where the person
is not Jack, and hence the world has already been ruled out by Jill’s learning the
singular proposition above. The way out of this problem seems to be a rejection
of moderate contextualism in favor of extreme contextualism: only the latter
allows that Jill’s epistemic state can be said to include only worlds in which the
person whose pants are on fire is Jack relative to one context of attribution,

7. Again, there are subtleties here. Any ordinary contextualist about knowledge
would agree that the set of worlds that are compatible with an agent’s “knowledge” varies
according to context. But many would still assume that there is some underlying context-
invariant set of worlds representing the agent’s epistemic state, which “knowledge”-
ascriptions can draw upon. Similarly, standard context-sensitive threshold models for
belief assume a context-invariant underlying doxastic state, namely, the agent’s distri-
bution of degrees of belief. At any rate, I use the terms ‘moderate contextualism’ and
‘extreme contextualism’ to distinguish between two interpretations of Stalnaker’s view.
This distinction may not transfer straightforwardly to other frameworks.

8. Compare Stalnaker’s comment about Pierre’s having singular thoughts about
Kiev on p. 111.

389



B O O K R E V I E W S

while it consists of another set (one that includes worlds where it is a duplicate
of Jack whose pants are on fire) relative to others.9

If I am right in characterizing Stalnaker’s view as one of extreme con-
textualism, the view is indeed quite radical. As Stalnaker acknowledges, “This
essential contextualist feature of the account . . . gives rise to a general worry
that the externalist shift may involve a retreat from robust realism” (135). Few
would take the fact that Tony Blair can, but I cannot, utter the sentence ‘I used
to be the prime minister’ truthfully to undermine robust realism about British
government offices: it is clear that Tony Blair and I would be describing the
same underlying reality, albeit using different words. But on Stalnaker’s view,
which fundamental epistemic or doxastic states an agent can be said to pos-
sess varies radically, and in fairly unsystematic and unconstrained ways accord-
ing to the interests and concerns of the attributors of these states. This may
suggest (even if not entail) that there isn’t ultimately an underlying attributor-
independent reality concerning such states, one that different attributors are
all describing, albeit using different words.

One way to nevertheless reconcile robust realism about mental states
with Stalnaker’s extreme contextualism is to drive a wedge between the real
mental states and our representation of such mental states in terms of contents.
That is to say, one can think of contents as merely another layer of modeling
or representation and not a fully realist description of the agent’s epistemic or
doxastic states. Yet it is hard to see Stalnaker opting for this kind of move. For
one thing, he rejects the Fregean strategies for dealing with the various puzzles
at the outset, complaining that they blur the line between the representation
and what is being represented.10

At the end of the book, Stalnaker assures us that “the essentially con-
textual account of knowledge and of our intentional relations to the things we
think about can be reconciled with a realist interpretation of knowledge and
thought, but it takes philosophical work to do so” (135–36). I am sure many,
like me, look forward to seeing how this philosophical vision develops in the
coming years.

Ofra Magidor
Balliol College and the University of Oxford
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In Incompatibilism’s Allure, Ishtiyaque Haji sets out and assesses the main argu-
ments in favor of the view that free will is incompatible with determinism. I
suspect that many people, especially advanced undergraduates and graduates
studying the free will problem, will find it extremely useful to have discussions of
these arguments (by a major contributor to the field) collected together in one
book. Aside from summarizing the arguments for incompatibilism and high-
lighting several common replies, Haji also explains some of his own distinctive
views on the debate. Chapters are devoted to an introduction to the subject,
the consequence argument, alternative possibilities and moral responsibility
(especially Frankfurt-style cases), the direct argument, the deontic argument,
the manipulation argument, the impossibility argument, and the luck objection
to libertarian views of free will.

Haji looks at three versions of the consequence argument (only two of
which I shall discuss). The first, attributed to Peter van Inwagen, relies upon a
transfer of powerlessness principle (roughly, if someone is powerless to render
‘p’ false and powerless to render ‘if p, then q’ false, then he or she is power-
less to render ‘q’ false) and the idea that we are powerless over the laws and
the distant past. Given the truth of determinism, these premises entail that we
cannot do otherwise than we do. Haji’s main objection to this principle is that
a compatibilist may appeal to a sense of ‘ability’ or ‘can’ according to which
the transfer principle fails. Thus, for instance, we might believe that an agent,
Mary, can A just in case, were she to try to A, she would A. Mary cannot break
the laws or change the past in this sense (were she to try to, she would fail), but
she can do other than what she is determined to do (even if she is determined
not to eat a sandwich, were she to try to, she would succeed).

Two things are curious about Haji’s discussion here. First, such an analy-
sis of ability has long been known to be extremely problematic. Haji recognizes
this but merely suggests that a compatibilist conception of ability may not be
problematic (he mentions Michael Smith and Kadri Vihvelin in this regard but
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