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Preface to the Chinese Edition

One of my central concerns over the past fifteen years has been to
extend to representation in general, and to mental representation in
particular, some of the lessons we learn from the study of linguistic
representations. This corresponds to a general move in the field: the
emergence of a “theory of content” which uses tools from the analysis
of language but extends to mental representations.

A particular reason to move to the analysis of thought is related to
the pragmatic approach to semantics advocated in Literal Meaning and
Truth-Conditional Pragmatics. According to one version of the
approach, pragmatic processes of interpretation operate on the mental
representations associated with utterances ( see the discussion of Sperber
and Wilson in Truth-Conditional Pragmatics, Chapter 4). Beyond
pragmatics, the move toward mental representations has played a large
role in recent theorizing about language. Semantic theories focussing on
discourse, like DRT ( Discourse Representation Theory), explicitly
appeal to an intermediate level of mental representation between
language and the world, and formulate the semantics in terms of it.
This idea can also be found in the writings of cognitive linguists such as
Fauconnier, Langacker, Talmy, Lakoff, or Jackendoff, who attempt to
provide cognitive foundations for semantics. The “logical forms” of
formal semantics are themselves sometimes interpreted as mental

representations sitting at the interface with the conceptual system. ©

1) See the quotation from Chierchia in Truth-Conditional Pragmatics, p.132.
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In the theory of reference, the act of mental reference is taken as
primary by authors such as Donnellan, who analyse linguistic reference
in terms of the speaker’s “having in mind™ a certain object. The
following quotation from the philosopher Charles Chastain is

representative of this tradition, to which this book also belongs:

A theory of singular reference will have to be combined with a
systematic account of certain internal states of the speaker — his
thoughts, beliefs, perceptions, memories, and so on — which are,
so to speak, the intermediate links connecting the singular terms he
utters with their referents out in the world. These intermediaries can
themselves be understood only if we treat them as being quasi-
linguistic in structure and content (...) and as containing elements
analogous to singular terms which can be referentially connected

with things in the world...?

When we move from language to thought, the role of context
seems to be more widely accepted, as if “literalism™ was out of place in
this area. The majority view has it that no content is wholly
independent of context: the content of mental representations essentially
depends upon the environment. Relational factors, not things “in the
head”, are what determine reference. ® Thus *externalism™ is the
dominant position in the philosophy of mind, while contextualism
remains a minority position in the philosophy of language.

Yet the contrast should not be overestimated. It is the content of
mental representation-fypes that is said to depend upon the environment

— e. g. the environment in which the species has evolved, or the

2 C.Chastain, Reference in Context, in K. Gunderson (ed.) Language, Mind, and
Knowledge, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1975, p. 197.

3 See H. Putnam, The Meaning of Meaning, in his Philosophical Papers 2: Mind,
Language and Reality, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975, pp.215-271.
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environment in which the concepts whose content is at issue have been

acquired. As I wrote in Direct Reference,

Mental contents are (...) environment-dependent in the sense that
the existence of a certain type of content depends on there being
systematic causal relations between states of the mind/brain and types
of objects in the external world. Thus a (type of) configuration in
the brain is a concept of water only if it is normally tokened in the
presence of water. It follows that there would be no water-concept
if there were no water. This sort of environment-dependence is
what Externalism 1s concerned with. It affects mental states
considered as types: the content of a mental state type depends on

the environment — namely, on what normally causes a tokening of
the type. ¥

The form of context-dependence that externalism generalizes is
comparable to a trivial form of context-dependence which can be found
on the language side and which Bar-Hillel talks about in the following

passage:

Let me (...) mention a brand of dependency which embraces even
the non-indexical sentences. I mean the fact that any token has to be
understood to belong to a certain language. When somebody hears
somebody else utter a sound which sounds to him like the English
“nine”, he might sometimes have good reasons to believe that this
sound does not refer to the number nine, and this in the case that he
will have good reasons to assume that this sound belongs to the
German language, in which case it refers to the same as the English

’

“no”. In this sense, no linguistic expression is completely

v F.Recanati, Direct Reference: From Language to Thought, Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1993, pp.214-215.
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independent of the pragmatic context. But just because this kind of
dependence is universal, it is trivial, and we shall forget it for our

purposes. ©

Being comparable to the trivial generalization of context-dependence
Bar-hillel talks about, the generalization of context-dependence
advocated by externalism is quite different from that advocated by
contextualism in the language case. This raises the following question:
Are there, in the mental realm, forms of context-dependence that are
similar to the forms of context-dependence at issue in the literalism/
contextualism debate?

In the same passage from Direct Reference which I quoted above,

I mention:

another form of environment dependence which affects rokens rather
than types. The “wide™ content of a particular token of the thought
“This man looks happy ™ 15 environment-dependent in the
(stronger) sense that it depends on the context of occurrence of this
token: it depends on the particular man who happens to cause this

tokening ot the thought.

Insofar as it affects the content carried by a particular token, rather than
the constant meaning of the type, this form of context-dependence is
similar to the dependence of the content of an indexical sentence upon
the context of utterance. Indeed the dependence of the “wide™ content
of a thought upon the context of thinking is sometimes referred to as
“mental indexicality™; a label that is motivated, in part, by the fact that
the thoughts whose content is dependent upon the context in this way
are typically expressed by indexical sentences such as “This man looks

happy™ or I am hot™.

(® Y. Bar-Hillel, Aspects of Language, Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1970, p. 80.
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There was a time when people took indexicality to be a property of
language, and of language exclusively. Thought itself, they believed,
could not be indexical (any more than it could be ambiguous). Then
came the discovery of “the essential indexical”. Castaiieda, Prior,
Geach, Perry, Lewis and others put forward examples in which
removing the indexicals from a sentence changes the nature of the
thought that is expressed. This seems to establish that the thought
expressed by uttering an indexical sentence is itself indexical, in some
cases at least. Since then, the study of indexical thought has
flourished. The nature of indexical thought has become a major topic in
the philosophy of language and mind.

In the book I offer a theory of indexical concepts, following on the
footsteps of Perry. But I generalize the idea and put forward an
indexical model for ( mental) reference in general. That theory
emphasizes the importance of relational factors, by using an analogy
between mental reference and linguistic indexicality. Indexicals in
language encode the contextual relation which must hold between the
indexical (token) and the reference. Thus the meaning of “I” is the
rule that it refers to the speaker. Similarly, according to my theory, we
think about objects through “mental files” which track the objects we
bear certain contextual relations to. These files are used to store the
information we get about the objects we encounter — the objects we are
“acquainted with”. Different types of file correspond to different types
of acquaintance relations with the objects. (The “self” file is a special
case — it’s the file in which we store information about ourselves. )
Files are subject to an acquaintance norm, but acquaintance is
understood liberally, so that testimony counts as ( mediated )
acquaintance with the object we hear about. In any case, the reference
of the file is the object one bears the relevant relation to, not the object

which satisfies the information in the file. The information in the file
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may be misinformation.

In theorizing about thought, I do not lose sight of language. First I
use tools from the study of language (and the study of indexicals in
particular) in approaching the topic of reference in thought. Second, I
use the framework to provide an analysis of the referential uses of
linguistic expressions, and to solve the paradox which the existence of
indexical thoughts raises for the theory of communication. (If indexical
thoughts depend upon the context and are available only to those in the
right context, how do we manage to communicate these thoughts to
others who are not in the same context?)

I wish to take advantage of this preface to express, once again, my
indebtedness to Liu Longgen, Professor in the School of Foreign
Languages at Shanghai Jiaotong University, who has taken upon
himself to translate this book and make it available to a Chinese
audience, as he had done already for my two previous books, Lireral
Meaning and Truth-Conditional Pragmatics. 1 am most grateful to him

for his work on my three books.

Francois Recanati

Institut Jean-Nicod, Paris
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