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The philosophy of José Luis Bermúdez: an introduction

(La filosofía de José Luis Bermúdez: una introducción)

Valentine Simpson*
Universitat de València

https://orcid.org/0009-0003-2263-8857

Matheus Valente**
UNED

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6380-2623

Few philosophers working today have ranged as widely and as productively across the intersecting territories of phi-
losophy of mind, philosophy of language, philosophy of psychology and cognitive science, epistemology and the theory 
of rationality as José Luis Bermúdez. Over a career spanning more than three decades, Bermúdez has offered (and con-
tinues to offer) sustained, original, and technically rigorous contributions to questions about —to cite just a few exam-
ples— the nature of self-consciousness, the relationship between perception and cognition, mental representation and 
nonconceptual content, the first-person in both language and thought, decision theory and the rationality of prefer-
ences, bodily awareness (the list goes on).1

This special issue of THEORIA brings together nine original contributions that engage critically with various strands 
of José Luis Bermúdez’s work, along with responses by Bermúdez himself. The contributions are grouped into six the-
matic clusters, and are followed by Bermúdez’s responses2: (1) First-Person Thought (Víctor M. Verdejo; Matheus Va-
lente), (2) Sense Data (Derek H. Brown), (3) Bodily Awareness and Self-Consciousness (Shaun Gallagher; Carlota 
Serrahima), (4) Inner Speech (Daphne Bernués & Marta Jorba), (5) Frames, Preferences, and Rationality (Daniel 
Dohrn; Sarah A. Fisher), (6) Explanation in Cognitive Science (Marko Jurjako). What follows is a brief description 

1	 In 2025 alone, Bermúdez released two new books – the Oxford guide to Aristotle’s De Anima (2025c) and the edited collection Shar-
ing thoughts: philosophical perspectives on intersubjectivity and communication (2025a; co-edited with Víctor M. Verdejo and Matheus 
Valente) – whereas a third one – The self in premodern thought: from antiquity to the renaissance in europe (co-edited with Catherine Cony-
beare) – is forthcoming with Cambridge University Press.

2	 Bermúdez’s responses are grouped together in a single piece (Bermúdez 2026), structured in six sections, each corresponding to the the-
matic clusters mentioned above.

mailto:valensimpson@gmail.com
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of each cluster and Bermúdez’s responses. Far from aiming at exhaustiveness, these summaries are intended simply as an 
invitation to delve into the exchanges between the contributors and Bermúdez that unfold in the papers and responses 
collected in this issue.

1.  First-Person Thought

First-person thought, a recurring thread in Bermúdez’s work since its early beginnings, is given its most systematic presen-
tation by that author in the monograph Understanding “I”: language and thought (2017a), the primary target of the first 
two papers collected in this issue by Víctor M. Verdejo and Matheus Valente.3 In particular, both Verdejo and Valente ad-
dress Bermúdez’s defense of the shareability of first-person thoughts (i.e. the claim that, in ordinary conversational con-
texts, the same thoughts expressible by a subject with ‘I’ can be expressed by others with ‘you’). Indeed, one of the centre 
pieces of Bermúdez’s monograph is a battery of arguments aiming to show that, contrary to what Frege (1918) himself 
once suggested (as well as more recent neo-Fregean authors such as Evans (1981) and Morgan (2009))4, the shareability of 
first-person thoughts is perfectly compatible with a proper account of their peculiar cognitive and epistemic features.

In Thoughts about oneself to share in context: meeting Bermúdez’s challenge (Verdejo 2026), Víctor M. Verdejo presents 
the latest instalment in a critical exchange with Bermúdez which started with Verdejo (2018) and was followed by Ber-
múdez (2019). Overall, Verdejo is highly sympathetic to the spirit of Bermúdez’s project, duly acknowledging the im-
portance of vindicating the shareability of first-person thoughts, though they do disagree about how this ought to be 
cashed out, as well as the consequences of this view for the individuation of thought. Whereas Bermúdez explains what 
it is for uses of ‘I’ and ‘you’ to express the same (token) thought in terms of the relevant subjects’ deploying the same 
practical capacity for uniquely locating an individual in space-time, Verdejo argues that the same goal can be accom-
plished in terms of the relevant subjects’ deploying thoughts that are constituted by the same reference-rule. To be sure, 
Verdejo agrees with Bermúdez that the relevant reference-rule cannot be of a traditional token-reflexive kind (e.g. a to-
ken-thought involving ‘I’ refers to its thinker), for then it would not have been possible for the same token-thoughts 
to be expressible by uses of ‘you’. With this in mind, Verdejo proposes an alternative conception of the reference-rule 
of first-person thoughts, the self rule, which determines the referent of these thoughts as the subject of the relevant 
thought. Unlike token-reflexive rules which always refer back to the thinker, the self rule, Verdejo tells us, is perfectly 
compatible with the shareability of first-person thoughts, as not only the thinker of the relevant thought may be aware 
of herself as the subject of said thought, but also her interlocutors. This invites us to carefully reconsider the role of the 
so-called Fregean Criterion in the individuation of first-person thought. But one might take this proposal to ultimately 
depend on our being able to give a substantial account of what it is for one to be the subject of a thought over and above 
being the thought’s referent or the thought’s producer, a difficult task the prospects of which Bermúdez evaluates in his 
response: Symmetry, privacy, and “I”-thoughts: A reply to Valente and Verdejo.

Valente’s (2026) contribution —Asymmetries between ‘you’ and ‘I’— is more pessimistic than Verdejo’s regarding the 
prospects of vindicating first-person thoughts’ shareability within a broadly Fregean framework. The central part of this 
paper revolves around an argument supposed to entail that, if first-person thoughts are shareable, then they cannot play 
their fundamental role in explanations of rational action and production of motivating reasons. This is a serious accusa-
tion given that, not only Bermúdez, but anybody who sympathises with the need to distinguish between sense and ref-
erence will be prone to accept a constitutive connection between thought and rational action.5 In rough terms, the key 

3	 See also Bermúdez (2005b, 2011b, 2017b, 2019).
4	 Frege once suggested that first-person thoughts are incommunicable given that they are based on a primitive way in which each subject is 

presented to oneself but to no one else. Both Evans (1981) and Morgan (2009) develop this type of reasoning and ultimately subscribe to 
the privacy of first-person thoughts.

5	 Valente’s argument harks back to Perry’s (1977) notorious bear attack scenario.
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idea is that two subjects might have distinct reasons for action even if they share all of each other’s third-person beliefs 
and desires. If first-person thoughts were shareable, Valente argues, then the difference between these subjects’ reasons 
would be left without any plausible attitudinal explanation. Valente’s argument crucially relies on the assumption that 
motivating reasons supervene on nothing but agents’ attitudinal states. However, one may fairly wonder whether this 
restrictive picture leaves out anything of importance. In his response, Bermúdez emphasises the role of agents’ occur-
rent states (e.g. perceptions) for the production of rational action and, noticing this relevant issue’s omission from Va-
lente’s discussion, deploys it in an attempt to defuse his argument.

2.  Sense Data

Bermúdez’s work in the philosophy of perception stands tall among his philosophical achievements. This most obviously 
includes a set of highly influential papers on the notion of nonconceptual content. Slightly less well-known is his exami-
nation of the prospects for a naturalistic treatment of sense data in his 2000 paper Naturalized sense data, the main target 
of the third contribution to this issue, Derek H. Brown’s From immediate perception to perceptual belief (Brown 2026).6

Bermúdez’s (2000) naturalized sense datum theory (NSD) differs from traditional sense datum theory (SDT) in taking 
the immediate objects of perception, i.e. sense data, to be physical objects – though not the familiar three-dimensional 
objects to which we routinely refer in demonstrative thought and speech, but their facing surfaces. Bermúdez’s hypoth-
esis was that the NSD is a sort of best of both worlds: it preserves the core insights that have historically lent plausibility 
to the SDT while avoiding the pitfalls of uncritical direct realism.

Brown is not convinced of Bermúdez’s argument for the superiority of NSD over SDT in better accounting for the ex-
planatory connection between our immediate objects of perception and our capacity for demonstrative reference to or-
dinary physical objects. He thus sets out both to show how, contrary to Bermúdez’s claim, SDT is consistent with our 
capacity for acquiring (mediate) knowledge about the external world and to raise independent issues with NSD regard-
ing its prospects for dealing with the Problem of Perception (i.e. explaining both the differences and the similarities be-
tween veridical, illusory, and hallucinatory perceptual experiences). Regardless of that, Brown closes his piece with a re-
joinder friendly to Bermúdez, in noticing that many of NSD’s resources will still be foundational to any theory —sense 
datum-based or not— of perception and of perceptual demonstratives.

In his response, Bermúdez attempts to tackle both horns of Brown’s criticism, renewing his challenge to the defender of 
SDT’s capacity to deploy the concept of deferred ostension in explaining demonstrative reference to ordinary physical 
objects as well as sketching a strategy with which the defender of NSD might tackle the Problem of Perception.

3.  Bodily Awareness and Self-Consciousness

The bodily self: selected essays (Bermúdez, 2018a) remains an important landmark in the philosophical study of bodily 
awareness and its relation to self-consciousness, providing a comprehensive examination of the ways in which embodi-
ment is constitutively connected to some of the most primitive forms of self-awareness in conscious beings.7 Though 

6	 It might be worth noticing that interest in Bermúdez’s paper has been growing steadily, especially in recent years, most likely due to re-
newed interest in sense datum theories in contemporary philosophy. If Philpapers is right, it took close to ten years for Bermúdez’s 2000 
paper to receive its first citation. Notwithstanding that, the paper currently holds approximately thirty citations, almost all in publications 
from the last decade or so. Derek H. Brown’s contribution to this issue along with Bermúdez’s response are thus timely additions to this 
recent trend.

7	 See also Bermúdez (1998, 2020b).
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they approach this topic from different angles, this issue’s contributions by Shaun Gallagher (2026) and by Carlota Ser-
rahima (2026) fit together as explorations of Bermúdez’s work on the body’s involvement in self-consciousness.

Shaun Gallagher’s contribution —Why a perceptual zero-point amounts to nothing— offers a probing critique of the 
commonly held view of the body as a sort of perceptual zero-point from which the world is egocentrically experienced 
and acted upon. His is a historically-informed, critical analysis of authors ranging from the phenomenological tradition 
of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, to analytic philosophers of mind like Gareth Evans and Christopher Peacocke. Against 
them, Gallagher argues that the notion of a perceptual zero-point fails to carry the phenomenological weight assigned 
to it, and instead proposes a more complex view according to which the processes involved in perception and action 
must be mapped onto (different parts of) the body along varying axes and dimensions. Taking recourse from Bermú-
dez’s own distinction between three different frames of bodily reference, as well as resources from the enactivist tradi-
tion, Gallagher sets forth a “thick” view of bodily experience based on agentive situations, which bring together agents 
and their environments. These situations are defined by actions that are structured by the subject’s affordances, taking 
place in different time scales with varying degrees of intentionality.

Carlota Serrahima’s paper —Self-Consciousness, ψ and φ— examines the distinctions between the psychological (ψ) and 
bodily (φ) dimensions of self-consciousness with the underlying aim of assessing the prospects for unified accounts of both 
phenomena, such as Bermúdez’s own.8 One important insight of Serrahima’s piece is that for both forms of ownership, 
ψ and φ, an equilibrium must be reached between two oppositely pulling ideas. Regarding φ-ownership, on the one hand, 
it seems there is an intimate link between experiences of bodily sensations and self-attributions of bodily ownership. On 
the other hand, empirical research points towards a break between them, as indicated by subjects reporting a lack of bod-
ily ownership where bodily sensations are nonetheless present. Ψ-ownership presents a parallel situation; authors maintain 
there is a compelling link between the presence of phenomenal states and a self which attributes said states. Similarly, how-
ever, empirical studies on phenomena such as cases of thought insertion point to a parallel break between occurrences of 
experiences and their self-attribution by subjects. In exploring the logical space for views on the senses of ownership respec-
tively associated to ψ and φ self-consciousness, Serrahima argues that the positing of a distinctive phenomenology of own-
ership represents the best prospects for an integrated account of ψ and φ self-consciousness. As Serrahima argues, this raises 
a serious difficulty to Bermúdez’s ambitions of giving a unified account of these phenomena while simultaneously endors-
ing the elusiveness of the self (while obviously not endorsing the analogous thesis of the elusiveness of the body).

Bermúdez’s reply —Elusiveness and the phenomenology of the self: Response to Gallagher and Serrahima— engages with 
both the phenomenological and conceptual dimensions of these authors’ challenges. In his response to Gallagher, Bermú-
dez sets out to clarify his own view on what is the central question regarding the notion of the body as a perceptual zero-
point —i.e. not whether prereflective experience of the body is of a zero-point, as he takes Gallagher to presuppose, but 
instead: what it is like for experience to be from a perceptual zero-point— as well as to draw out some important intercon-
nections between this issue and the elusiveness of the self. This allows Bermúdez to smoothly transition to his discussion of 
Serrahima’s paper, wherein Humean worries about the self are discussed alongside Wittgenstein’s distinction between the 
self-as-object and the self-as-subject, ultimately leading him to concede to Serrahima that his old account of bodily self-as-
cription ought to be revised in order to reconcile the elusiveness of the self with (much less elusive) bodily phenomenology.

4.  Inner Speech

Daphne Bernués and Marta Jorba’s (2026) joint contribution —Bermúdez on inner speech: A critical assessment— turns 
attention to Bermúdez’s paper ‘Inner speech, determinacy, and thinking consciously about thoughts’ (2018b) where 

8	 Serrahima mostly focuses on Bermúdez’s paper “The elusiveness thesis, immunity to error through misidentification, and privileged ac-
cess”, reprinted as chapter 4 in Bermúdez (2018a).
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some of the key ideas developed in his monograph Thinking without words (2003) are applied to the phenomenon 
of inner speech. One of the central claims made by Bermúdez is that intentional ascent, the capacity to think about 
thoughts, requires semantic ascent, the capacity to think about words or linguistically represented thoughts. Accord-
ing to Bermúdez, inner speech is a key tool for semantic ascent. Therefore, inner speech is taken to be the main vehicle 
through which second-order thinking about thoughts takes place.

Bernués and Jorba subject Bermúdez’s proposal to sustained scrutiny along two clearly distinct lines. First, they argue 
that his dependency thesis does not hold up in light of empirical research (citing, for example, studies indicating that 
children age 4-6, when inner speech is yet not developed, are capable of reflexive forms of thinking regardless). Sec-
ond, they argue that it runs into an explanatory dilemma stemming from Bermúdez’s view that a thought’s canonical 
structure must be revealed in thinking about it through inner speech. Confronted with the semantic indeterminacy of 
natural language sentences,9 Bermúdez must hold that subpersonal computations deliver a determinate content appre-
hendable in inner speech. As Bernués & Jorba argue, this move leads to the following dilemma regarding inner speech’s 
explanatory status: on the one hand, if content is determined subconsciously, it is not clear why we need expanded 
forms of inner speech and not highly condensed ones (which presumably would not reveal its canonical structure), ren-
dering expanded inner speech superfluous; on the other hand, if we instead accept the need for these expanded forms 
of inner speech, the problem becomes that of determining the form of the proposition being tokened. We may only 
be able to arrive at the right proposition by a revelation of its logical form through formal means, but that is clearly 
not what is entertained in inner speech, in which case inner speech is inaccurately described. Bernués & Jorba’s con-
tribution ends with a proposal amenable to Bermúdez’s insights: while inner speech may be one way of helping make 
thoughts conscious, there may be other ways, such as certain forms of unsymbolized thinking.

Bermúdez responds in Inner speech and intentional ascent: Reply to Bernués and Jorba. In this piece, he starts by suggest-
ing there be alternative interpretations of the empirical data put forth in their paper, alluding to a distinction between 
intentional ascent properly speaking and more primitive analogues of that capacity. However, the bulk of Bermúdez’s 
response consists in his attempt to tackle both horns of Bernués & Jorba’s explanatory dilemma, one whose force and 
originality Bermúdez is quick to acknowledge, a task which ultimately requires him to submit aspects of his previous 
view to revision.

5.  Frames, Preferences, and Rationality

Bermúdez’s latest monograph, Frame it again: new tools for rational choice (2020a), sees that author engaging with fun-
damental disputes in decision theory and, more broadly, the theory of rationality.10 Among its important contributions 
is the development of a sophisticated account of practical rationality which takes framing phenomena and framing ef-
fects as integral and ineliminable elements of that type of reasoning —as opposed to lesser-important deviations of ideal 
rationality, as the orthodoxy in decision theory has traditionally maintained. One upshot of Bermúdez’s proposal is 
that, due to framing-sensitivity, perfectly rational agents might have quasi-cyclical preferences whereby they prefer A to 
B, and B to C, while knowing full well that A and C are the same option differently framed.

Daniel Dohrn’s paper in this issue —Can quasi-cyclical preferences be rational?— challenges some of Bermúdez’s most 
fundamental claims: whether preferences are frame-relative, whether there are in fact such quasi-cyclical preferences, 
and whether these could play the role in rational deliberation that Bermúdez claims they do. It seems, Dohrn tells us, 
that a plausible necessary condition for preference is that one consciously, deliberately, and voluntarily acts on one only 

9	 The objection from semantic indeterminacy is due to Martínez-Manrique & Vicente (2010), a work which plays an important role in both 
Bernués & Jorba’s contribution and Bermúdez’s response.

10	 See also Bermúdez (2011a, 2022a, 2022b).
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if one does not have an overriding preference. Quasi-cyclical preferences do not satisfy this condition, as one will not be 
able to act on a quasi-cyclical preference consciously, deliberately, and voluntarily given the existence of an overriding 
preference existing under a different frame. We also find a problem of attribution of such quasi-cyclical preferences: it 
is not clear why we need to posit them to explain a subject’s overt actions instead of using more orthodox tools, such as 
wishes or desires. More importantly, perhaps, is the role for rationality that Bermúdez wants to attribute to these pref-
erences. Dohrn makes an illuminating distinction between two ways a preference may be labelled as rational: that of in-
put-rationality, concerning the processes that influence decision-making, and that of output-rationality, which properly 
concerns the action-guiding role of a preference. We may accept that quasi-cyclical preferences may hold a rational role 
on the input side, as the practice of a subject’s framing and reframing their preferences may be a good way of responding 
to some complex situation. However, dove-tailing his answer to the question concerning their status, Dohrn concludes 
that quasi-cyclical preferences cannot count as rational on the output side given the tension between one preference’s 
(under a frame) guiding a subject’s action, and there being another preference (under a different frame) that overrides 
the former. Dohrn ends the piece by demonstrating this conclusion as applied to three applications of Bermúdez’s 
framework: time-inconsistencies, game theory, and interpersonal conflicts.

As a nice continuation of the previous contribution, Sarah Fisher’s (2026) paper —Discursive deadlock and the social 
(media) life of frames— engages directly with the question of how the framing framework can both account for, and 
give solutions to situations of interpersonal conflict or, as Bermúdez also calls them, of discursive deadlock. In short, 
Bermúdez’s claim is that they are situations in which subjects’ frames clash with each other. As a solution, subjects 
ought to engage in frame-sensitive reasoning, ideally adopting one another’s frames to better understand each other. 
Fisher pushes an objection against the very foundation of Bermúdez’s proposal: that frames do not (always) put sub-
jects in touch with reasons, but instead may also serve as signals of identity and social affiliation. She draws an interest-
ing comparison with the phenomena of slurs and dogwhistles, as two cases where linguistic devices also function for the 
purpose of signaling identity and affiliation. The upshot of this alternative function of frames is two-fold. First, that dis-
cursive deadlock may be caused less by the opposing reasons that subjects entertain under their respective frames, and 
more by the social identity that they intend to present via said frames. Second, that Bermúdez’s prescription for the 
adoption of one another’s frames may be neither practical nor effective. Fisher finally turns to social media to highlight 
this point, as a case study of the way users may be compelled, not to perform the frame-relative due diligence Bermúdez 
calls for, but to remain in their identity-building and identity-sustaining frames. In this context, discursive deadlock, it 
is concluded, may be more readily dealt with through changes in the very structure of (online) social interactions.

Bermúdez responds to both papers in Preferences, frames, and reasons: Reply to Dohrn and Fisher. His response to 
Dohrn focuses primarily on defending his original position. Against Dohrn’s scepticism, Bermúdez maintains that 
quasi-cyclical preferences do not reflect irrationality but arise from the way objects of preference are presented, al-
together defending the possibility of rational framing effects more generally. Turning to Fisher, Bermúdez addresses 
her concerns about the normative ambitions of frame-sensitive reasoning, particularly its role in resolving discursive 
deadlock. While acknowledging Fisher’s point that frames can function as signals of identity and affiliation, he ar-
gues that this does not undermine their potential to structure reasoning and facilitate progress in difficult delibera-
tive contexts.

6.  Explanation in Cognitive Science

In Philosophy of psychology: a contemporary introduction (2005a) and the first two editions of the textbook Cognitive sci-
ence: an introduction to the science of the mind (2010, 2014), Bermúdez argued for significant limits on the applicabil-
ity of Marr’s (1982) tri-level analysis which analyzes cognitive systems at computational, algorithmic, and implementa-
tional levels. Specifically, Bermúdez maintained that this framework is probably only applicable to modular systems but 
not to the mind as a whole.
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Marko Jurjako’s (2026) contribution to this issue —How general are Marr’s levels of analysis?— reexamines these claims 
in the light of recent theoretical developments in active inference and the free energy principle. The piece follows a clear 
argumentative strategy: Jurjako first provides reasons to think that, contra Bermúdez, Marr’s tri-level analysis can in fact 
be applied at the non-modular level; then, through an appeal to the active inference model, which Jurjako shows how 
to map onto the Marrian levels of analysis, he presents a positive reevaluation of the applicability of the tri-level anal-
ysis to the mind as a whole. In rough terms, the active inference framework rests on the free energy principle, which 
claims that self-organising systems work to reduce the amount of environmental surprise in order to maintain their 
physical integrity. The general purpose of an intelligent mind, as Jurjako argues, may be seen as that of minimising un-
certainty (and minimising loss of energy). Importantly, the application of the free energy principle to the study of the 
mind promises to provide a bridge between personal-level and subpersonal-level explanation (or even to blur their dis-
tinction).

Bermúdez responds to Jurjako in Active inference, the Free Energy Principle, and Marr’s tri-level hypothesis: Reply to Ju-
rjako. While Bermúdez grants that the free energy principle may indeed help illuminate the personal/subpersonal in-
terface, he is more sceptical about its fitting the requirements of the essentially top-down Marrian approach, such as 
the identification of algorithmically tractable effective procedures linking inputs to outputs. For this reason, Bermúdez 
maintains his opinion that Marr’s tri-level analysis cannot be applied to the mind as a whole, though he acknowledges 
the possibility that further developments in these areas might lead him to revise his conviction.

7.  Concluding Remarks

We hope readers will indulge us in repeating our opening statement; we believe that, together, the diverse and compel-
ling contributions gathered in this special issue serve as a powerful testament to both the extensive reach and the pro-
found intellectual fertility of José Luis Bermúdez’s philosophical vision. The papers collected here span a consider-
able spectrum, ranging from friendly extensions of his theoretical frameworks to incisive critical challenges that push 
the boundaries of his views. Yet Bermúdez’s responses display an equal range of tact, from firm defenses of his original 
views, to acknowledgments of their limitations and some proposed revisions. Along with its dialectical nature, the spe-
cial issue’s sheer breadth of topics marks out a remarkably wide and rich terrain for contemporary analytic philosophy.

We wish to express our profound gratitude to all the contributors for their exceptionally stimulating and thought-
provoking papers, which have enriched this volume immensely. Our thanks are equally extended to Professor Ber-
múdez for his generous expenditure of time and intellectual effort in providing thorough and insightful engagement 
with each and every contribution. We also wish to convey our sincere appreciation to the editors of THEORIA for 
their support throughout the entire duration of this project. Furthermore, we commend THEORIA’s continued 
commitment to ensuring that cutting-edge philosophical work is made freely and openly accessible to the widest 
possible global audience.
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ABSTRACT:  Suppose you utter the sentence “I am a professional philosopher”. Can I –or anybody else – literally 
express the same thought you thereby expressed? An affirmative answer implies a potential split between the referent 
of the thought you expressed and its thinker, as well as the possibility of expressing that thought without using the 
first person pronoun. Here I attempt to clarify the basic features of a reference rule individuating such an intersub-
jectively shareable type of thought, i.e. the self type. Doing so requires meeting Bermúdez’s (2019) challenge, namely, 
the challenge of determining (a) in virtue of what is an individual the referent but not necessarily the thinker of the 
thought in such cases, and (b) what makes it the case that a sentence is used to express a self type of thought, as op-
posed to a thought of another type. I advance an elucidation that is entirely congenial to Bermúdez’s own account in 
terms of location abilities. Contrary to what he suggests, however, the analysis plausibly remains one at the level of the 
contextually constrained type (or instantiable type), and leads to a revision – if not a straightforward rejection – of 
Frege’s Criterion for the individuation of thought.

Palabras clave

Bermúdez, 
Yo 
Criterio de Frege 
Regla de referencia 
Compartir pensamientos

RESUMEN:  Supongamos que profieres la oración «Soy un filósofo profesional». ¿Puedo yo —o cualquier otra persona— 
expresar literalmente el mismo pensamiento que tú expresaste al hacerlo? Una respuesta afirmativa implica una posible sepa-
ración entre el referente del pensamiento expresado y su pensador, así como la posibilidad de expresar dicho pensamiento sin 
utilizar una forma de primera persona. En este trabajo, intento aclarar las características básicas de una regla de referencia que 
individúe este tipo de pensamiento intersubjetivamente compartible, es decir, el tipo «self». Para ello, es preciso encarar el 
desafío planteado por Bermúdez (2019), a saber: (a) en virtud de qué es un individuo el referente, pero no necesariamente el 
pensador, del pensamiento en estos casos, y (b) qué determina que una oración se utilice para expresar un pensamiento del 
tipo «self» en lugar de un pensamiento de otro tipo. Propongo una elucidación que resulta plenamente compatible con la 
explicación de Bermúdez en términos de habilidades de localización. Sin embargo, y en contra de lo que él sugiere, este análi-
sis sigue situándose plausiblemente en el nivel del tipo contextualizado (o tipo instanciable), y conduce a una revisión —si no 
a un rechazo directo— del Criterio de Frege para la individuación del pensamiento.

Gako-hitzak

Bermúdez 
Nia 
Fregeren irizpidea 
Erreferentzia-araua 
Pentsamenduak partekatzea

LABURPENA:  Demagun zera esaten duzula: «Filosofo profesionala naiz». Adieraz al dezaket nik —edo beste nor-
baitek— zuk esaldi horrekin adierazi duzun pentsamendu bera? Baietz erantzunez gero, bereizi egin litezke adierazi du-
zun pentsamenduaren erreferentea eta beraren pentsalaria, eta aukera egon liteke pentsamendu hori lehen pertsonako 
izenordaina erabili gabe adierazteko. Hemen, intersubjektiboki parteka daitekeen pentsamendu mota hori (hots, «ni» 
motakoa) indibiduatuko duen erreferentzia-arau baten oinarrizko ezaugarriak azaltzen ahaleginduko naiz. Horretarako, 
Bermúdezek (2019) proposatutako erronkari erantzun behar zaio; hots, hauek zehazteko erronkari: (a) zeri jarraikiz den 
banakoa erreferente baina ez nahitaez kasu horietako pentsalaria, eta (b) zergatik erabiltzen den esaldi bat «ni» motako 
pentsamendu bat adierazteko, eta ez beste mota bateko pentsamendu bat. Proposatuko dudan azalpena guztiz bat dator 
Bermúdezen beraren azalpenarekin kokapen-gaitasunei dagokienez. Hala ere, hark iradokitzen duenaren kontra, anali-
sia, oraindik ere, testuinguruaren arabera mugatutako motaren (edo mota instantziagarriaren) mailan dago ziurrenik, eta 
horrek pentsamendua indibiduatzeko Fregeren irizpidea berrikustera —zuzenean baztertzera ez esatearren— garamatza.
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1.  Introduction

The dispute over the alleged shareability of first person or ‘I’-thought has roots stretching back to Frege’s developments 
(Frege 1956). Taking sides in this dispute, and although specific articulations obviously vary, a number of authors 
would concur with the view that different people may express or grasp the same first person or ‘I’-thought in a given 
context.1 José L. Bermúdez (2005, 2017, 2019) would further suggest that this constitutes, in fact, a fundamental con-
straint in the account of the concept or sense of ‘I’ which he terms the “Symmetry Constraint”. 

I do not presently attempt to contribute to the assessment of this view, which is supported by a number of considera-
tions, such as reflection on the nature of same-saying and disagreement (Bermúdez 2017, chap. 4; Verdejo 2018b), and 
is furthermore arguably consistent with a Fregean approach (Bermúdez 2005; Harcourt 1999; May 2006; Verdejo 
2019) —see however Valente (2025) for discussion.2 Here, I shall confine attention to the challenge that Bermúdez 
(2019) has posed to a particular articulation of this view based on the statement of reference rules for the first person 
(Verdejo 2018a, 2018b, 2021a). The challenge affects, first of all, those views ready to accept the intersubjective sharea-
bility of the type of thought expressible with utterances of sentences containing the first person pronoun, the ‘self type’ 
for short.3 Such an intersubjective shareability implies a potential split between the referent of an instance of this type 
of thought and its thinker, as well as the possibility of expressing an instance of that type with a sentence not featuring 
the first person pronoun, what we may call a ‘non-first-personal sentence’.

Suppose, for instance, that you wish to make conversation with someone on the bus home and utter (i): 

(i)  I am a professional philosopher.

Suppose further that, having understood what you said, your (perhaps incredulous) interlocutor utters (ii) in reaction:

(ii)  You are a professional philosopher.

In this kind of setting, expression of the same thought as an utterance of (i) by someone different from you requires 
that the thinker of that thought be different from you, and also that it be expressed via an utterance of a non-first-per-
sonal sentence, that is to say, a sentence such as (ii) containing a singular term that refers to you, but is not the first per-
son pronoun.

These niceties turn out to lead to remarkable complexity in the satisfactory account of the type of thought involved, viz. 
the self type. Bermúdez’s challenge concerns specifically those approaches which would wish to individuate this type 
—and indeed any type of thought— by means of an appropriate reference rule.4 According to Bermúdez (2019, 630-
635), such an account might allow for shareability, as a reference rule for the self type can be devised to distinguish the 
referent (or as Bermúdez suggests, the subject) and the thinker of an instance of the thought. Nonetheless, the account 

1	 Apart from the ones in the main text, they include Harcourt (1999), Longworth (2013, 2014), May (2006), Travis (2013), Skiba (2017) 
or Howell (2023).

2	 Valente (2025) critically revises the reasons in favor of the Symmetry Constraint and makes a forceful case that it clashes with the funda-
mental requirements of action explanation —what he calls the ‘Asymmetry Argument’. Valente’s insightful analysis deserves more space 
than I can provide here. 

3	 I use “type of thought” in a theoretically neutral way to refer to the kind or type of entity expressible and graspable via an utterance of a 
natural language sentence. I endorse no commitment to this entity being necessarily expressible or graspable, and may be considered inde-
pendently of language. As we shall see (sect. 2), type analysis in the case of the self type is more complex than in other cases, but I don’t take 
type analysis per se to yield a commitment to any particular theoretical individuation of the type of entity in question. I thank an anony-
mous referee for helpful discussion.

4	 These are what Coliva & Palmira (2025) and others aptly call “metasemantic” accounts.
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would be at fault without further determining (a) in virtue of what is an individual the referent but not necessarily the 
thinker of the self type of thought expressed with a non-first-personal sentence? To put it another way, what can en-
able a self type of thought to refer to an individual different from its thinker? And (b) what makes it the case that such 
a non-first-personal sentence would express a self type of thought, as opposed to a thought of a different type? Or, in 
other words, what are the reasons to suppose that a thought of precisely the self type is being expressed in these cases, as 
opposed to, say, a thought of a demonstrative or descriptive type?

I here advance an elucidation of the basic features of a token-reflexive reference rule individuating the shareable self 
type to specifically respond to Bermúdez’s important challenge. In the course of doing so, I shall also examine the ques-
tion of what is the correct level of analysis for the characterization of the self type and, relatedly, whether the resulting 
view is compatible with a baseline principle for individuating thought in terms of cognitive significance, namely, the so-
called ‘Frege’s Criterion’ or ‘Frege’s Constraint’. I shall contend that the account offered here is entirely congenial to 
Bermúdez’s own account in terms of location abilities. However, contrary to what he suggests (Bermúdez 2019), the 
analysis plausibly remains one at the level of the contextually constrained type (or ‘instantiable type’), and leads to a re-
vision —if not a straightforward rejection— of Frege’s Criterion for the individuation of thought. 

2.  The instantiable self type of thought and Bermúdez’s challenge

Let us, first off, spell out Bermúdez’s challenge in more detail. The discussion in which it is laid out is premised on Sym-
metry and Cognitive:

(Symmetry) 

The thought expressible with the first person pronoun ‘I’ is interpersonally shareable.

(Cognitive) 

Thoughts are individuated at the level of cognitive significance.

Coming up with a satisfactory characterization of the self type in accordance with Symmetry (labelled after Bermú-
dez’s Symmetry Constraint) and Cognitive constitutes no small task. One key question concerns the level or lev-
els at which such a characterization is to be given. Following an earlier analysis (Verdejo 2018a, §1), here it is crucial to 
discriminate three ways in which an episode or event of thinking a thought expressible with the first person can be re-
garded: the level of the instantiated thought, the instantiable type of thought, and the general type. 

Consider (i) again. When you and I express a thought via an utterance of (i), our thoughts do not even refer to the same 
person and can only be the same in the sense of being of the same general, overarching type: the type associated with 
uses of ‘I’ (type level). By contrast, when you utter (i) twice over, not only are the thoughts expressed uncontroversially 
the same from the point of view of the general type, they are also the same from the point of view of the type as contex-
tually constrained or indexed with a particular subject as its referent, namely, yourself (instantiable type). Finally, the 
very instantiation of a thought through an utterance of (i) cannot be shared at all: these instantiations are unique unre-
peatable spatiotemporal episodes of thinking.5

Arguably, only the instantiable type (i.e. the type as constrained by explanatorily salient instantiable features in the con-
text) seems significant in discussions of the interpersonal shareability of thought expressible with the first person (Ver-

5	 On Davidson’s conception, they are unrepeatable, dated mental events (Davidson 1970) but there is no commitment here to a model on 
which individual thoughts are themselves just events, and not objects or contents of events of thinking. I thank an anonymous reviewer for 
prompting this clarification.
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dejo 2018a). To see this, take now (ii) above and let us ask: can a thought expressible with (i) by a subject A ever be the 
same as the thought expressible with (ii) by a distinct subject B? To answer affirmatively to this question by simply invok-
ing the general (personal pronoun) type of thought seems quite correct but hardly illuminating. But so is the idea that 
the thoughts are not shareable in the sense that they involve distinct and unique instantiated episodes of thinking. The 
heart of the matter is therefore whether two different people may ever share an instantiable type of thought: in particu-
lar, whether the instantiable type of thought expressible with (i) —i.e. the general type as constrained by the utterer of 
(i) in the context as its referent— can ever be the same as the instantiable type of thought expressible with (ii) —i.e. the 
general type as constrained by the addressee of an utterance of (ii) in the context as its referent. I have suggested (Verdejo 
2018a, §4) that shareability can be attained in these cases if the account of instantiable type forgoes the requirement that 
only the referent of the thought expressible with (i) can be its thinker.6 This evinces the need to enrich the token-reflex-
ive reference rule individuating the self type to include at least two components or conditions which may or may not cor-
respond to the same entity in a particular instantiation: the thinker of the thought and its referent.

Bermúdez (2019) agrees only partially with this diagnosis. While he believes that instantiable types can capture one 
sense of interpersonal shareability that is of interest in its own right, he does not think this level offers all that is needed 
in the account of the shareability of thoughts expressible with (i) and (ii). Suppose we accept a token-reflexive reference 
rule that fixes the referent of the thoughts in terms of “the subject of the thought”, as opposed to “the thinker”. This, 
Bermúdez contends, can hardly be the whole story. He writes:

So, on this formulation, a thought falls under the first person [self] type iff its referent is fixed by 
its subject. In many cases the thinker of the thought and the subject of the thought will coincide, 
but in some cases (including (ii), according to Verdejo), a thought can have a subject distinct 
from its thinker. (Bermúdez 2019, 634)

This understanding of the self type, Bermúdez observes, leads to a challenge:

But now the challenge for Verdejo’s account should be clear. It is all very well to define a version 
of the token-reflexive rule that applies to the subject of the thought, rather than to its thinker, 
but the key question now becomes: What makes an individual the subject of a first person 
thought in those cases where the subject of the thought is distinct from its thinker? […] in vir-
tue of what is A the subject of the first person thought that B expresses with (ii)? It is not hard to 
explain why A would be the subject of a second person thought that B might express with [(ii)]. 
But Verdejo needs to explain how (ii) can express a first person thought. Moreover, Verdejo also 
needs to explain what makes it the case that sentences such as (ii) express second person thoughts 
in some contexts, and first person thoughts in others. (Bermúdez 2019, 634-635)

Bermúdez is clearly right that the challenge posed by these two pressing questions has not been properly addressed in the 
literature. To repeat: (a) in virtue of what is an individual the referent or subject, but not necessarily the thinker, of the self 
type of thought expressed with an utterance of a non-first-personal sentence such as “You are a professional philosopher”? 
In other words, what can enable a self type of thought to refer to something other than its thinker? And (b) what makes 
it the case that such a sentence expresses a thought of the self type —as opposed to a different, second person type— and 
does so in some contexts and not others? In what follows, I shall attempt to answer these questions. Accomplishing this 
task will contribute, I believe, to our understanding of the level of analysis relevant for the articulation of a shareable self 
type of thought in a context, and for the critical revision of the role of Frege’s Criterion in its individuation.

6	 This requirement is built into what I called ‘Thinker Distinctness’ (Verdejo 2018a, 580), namely, the claim that a difference in thinker of 
a thought expressed with ‘I’ entails a difference in the thoughts thereby expressed. A reviewer fairly asks: could further type distinctions 
be considered here? This discussion is premised on a negative answer, with perhaps the exception of Bermúdez’s more contextually con-
strained ‘token-sense’, which I will examine later (sects. 4 and 7). Note however that there is room for different (also shareable and non-
shareable) articulations of instantiable type.
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3.  Meeting Bermúdez’s challenge

In this section, I shall develop the reference-rule account of first-person thought in order to meet Bermúdez’s challenge. 
What we need is a reference rule that individuates the self type of thought, namely, the type of thought paradigmatically 
but not exclusively expressible with the first person pronoun.7 We may build on Bermúdez’s own suggestion, and take that 
type to be individuated by the rule that for something to be the reference of one of its instantiations in thought is for it to 
be the subject of the thought so instantiated (cf. Bermúdez 2019, 634). In other words, the reference rule in question fixes 
the referent as the subject of a thought in a context. This statement of the rule echoes other influential statements in the 
literature (Campbell 1994, chap. 3; O’Brien 2007, chap. 4; Kripke 2011, 304). Let’s call this the self rule. 

Much more could be said about the nature of subjects featuring in this reference rule, and the kinds of awareness of a sub-
ject sustaining instantiations of the self type. Various options would be open in the full elucidation of the condition “the 
subject” or “the person” of the thought in question. For instance, it is I think a common presupposition of Bermúdez’s and 
other proposals that a subject here refers to a self-conscious individual or an individual that is able to self-refer (e.g., Bermú-
dez 1998, §1.4; Sainsbury 2011; Echeverri 2020, §2). Another key feature here seems to be that this subject is the producer 
of the thought in question (e.g., Campbell 1994, 73; O’Brien 2007, 49).8 To move the discussion forward, I will here re-
main neutral regarding these refinements. On any of these construals, however, the self rule leaves open whether or not the 
subject acting as the referent of the thought in the context is, moreover, the thinker of the thought in question.

With the aid of the self rule, the answers to Bermúdez’s key questions suggest themselves. In reply to (a), it seems plau-
sible that the subject of a thought expressed by someone’s uttering “You are a professional philosopher” is A in a con-
text c iff A satisfies the referential condition specified by the self rule in c. A will be in this context the subject of the 
thought but not the thinker. Reluctance to accept this point might stem from suspicion that the only way in which the 
self rule —and presumably any rule involving psychological predicates— can be applied is through some sort of direct 
or introspective awareness of the thought only available to A. But we need not accept any such restriction, which would 
in fact be hard to reconcile with Symmetry. A subject B might be aware of a thought whose subject is A through indi-
rect forms of awareness open to others (cf. Bermúdez 1998, chap. 9). In appropriate contexts, one reference rule —the 
self rule— will thus be the same for utterances of (i) and (ii) above. On this account, the thought expressible with the 
first person pronoun in (i) may indeed share a reference rule and a referent (i.e. a subject) with the thought expressible 
with the second person pronoun in (ii). Yet obviously the thoughts corresponding to (i) and (ii) will differ with respect 
to the individual playing the thinker role. 

The relevant sense in which (i) and (ii) can be used to express the same thought concerns, to reiterate, the instanti-
able type of thought and not merely the overarching general type: i.e. it concerns the self type as indexed with A as its 
referent (see also the next sect. 4). What is crucial here is that reference to A is achieved via an application of the self 
rule. This is only one among several ways in which we may refer to A in thought. So understood, the self type must be 
sharply distinguished from linguistic type or Kaplanian character even if we consider this type at the highest level of 
generality. Arguably, (i) and (ii) belong to distinct linguistic types that can nonetheless be used to express thoughts of 
the same type, namely, the self type.

These considerations already put us in a position to answer the second of Bermúdez’s questions (b). For they suggest 
that, in the relevant cases, there will be no such thing as a self type of thought —attached to (i)— distinct from a sec-
ond person, demonstrative or descriptive type of thought —attached to (ii). By contrast, one and the same type of 
thought— a thought we employ to think about the subjects of episodes of thinking in a context —may be expressed 

7	 Strictly speaking, the self type of thought is the type of thought that contains as a constituent the self type of concept expressible with e.g., the first 
person pronoun, and the self rule below will individuate that type of concept. I shall avoid this precisification in the main text for simplicity.

8	 This last suggestion, which emphasises the agentive aspect of the referent of the self type of thought, comports nicely with Bermúdez (2018) 
treatment of the sense of agency, but the argument in the text does not require it. See also Verdejo (2025) for relevant discussion.
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by recourse to distinct first person or second person pronouns. From this angle, an utterance of (ii) in c expresses a self 
type of thought iff it involves the instantiation of a thought individuated by the self rule.

One may press on at this point and ask: what makes an utterance of (ii) referring to A be one that involves an application 
of the self rule as opposed to another rule individuating a co-referential thought in the context? For instance, why is that 
utterance not an application of, as it might be, the rule to refer to the salient professional philosopher in the context, or the 
rule to refer to one’s addressee in the context? To appropriately answer this question we will need to attend to the particu-
lar explanatory contribution made by different proposals. First, the ascription of a shareable self type would need to be in 
harmony with the different phenomena traditionally associated with thought expressible with the first person pronoun, 
such as immunity to error through misidentification (Shoemaker 1968), and related properties such as guaranteed self-ref-
erence (Coliva 2003; Echeverri 2020; García-Carpintero 2024) or so-called ‘illusions of transcendence’ (Coliva 2012; Salje 
2020). But there is no obvious reason to suppose that the self rule cannot accommodate these phenomena. In fact, for ex-
ample, I have argued that the reference-rule articulation of the shareable self type may feature in explanations of immunity 
to error through misidentification that better capture its ground-relativity (Verdejo 2021b). 

Moreover, one may consider the difference between the ascription of a self type of thought and the ascription of al-
ternative types of concepts co-referential in the context. For instance, it might be argued that, to competently use the 
second person pronoun in (ii), B need not know what a professional philosopher actually is; nor would B seem to re-
quire to succeed in addressing A to refer to A in thought. One may likewise take into account the inferential pattern of 
thoughts expressible with “I” and “you”. Assuming epistemically adequate circumstances, A may arguably be in a posi-
tion to infer that something is F and G, from the thought expressed by A with “I am F” and the thought expressed by 
B with “You are G”, without A needing to draw on an intermediate premise to the effect that the reference of “I” and 
“you” in the context is the same (cf. Campbell 1994, chap. 3). This is a distinctive inferential pattern that “I” as used by 
A would not plausibly exhibit on other second-personal, demonstrative or descriptive accounts of the thought express-
ible with “you”.9 More generally, and granted that we accept the explanatory postulation of reference rules at all, the sit-
uation here does not seem to be different from other cases in which more than one possible candidate is contemplated. 
There must of course be a fact of the matter about which reference rule a particular thinker is applying in a context. 
And sometimes this might be hard to determine, given the nature of the case (idiosyncratic use, infelicitousness, vague-
ness…). But this doesn’t seem to pose a problem specific to personal pronouns or the self rule.

4.  The instantiable self type and location abilities

The answers just provided are not, as far as I can see, very far from the elucidation of thought sameness for (i) and (ii) 
that Bermúdez himself affords in terms of location abilities (Bermúdez 2011, 2017, 2019). According to Bermúdez, 
“the ability to locate the referent of the sentence that I exercise in using “I” with understanding is the very same abil-
ity that is exercised when someone else grasps sentences that I utter using “I”. It is also the same ability that you exercise 
when, in contexts like the one which we are considering with (i) and (ii), you think thoughts about me that you express 
with the second person pronoun” (Bermúdez 2019, 635-636).10

Importantly, Bermúdez also maintains that sameness of thought in these cases involves two cognitively different ways of 
exercising an ability associated with (i) and (ii) respectively. In Bermúdez’s words: “Of course, the way in which you go 
about determining whether I am F may be very different from how I go about determining whether I am F. The first-per-

9	 I am grateful to an anonymous referee for highlighting the need to clarify these points. 
10	 It might reasonably be asked how the account in terms of location abilities should be understood in special cases: e.g., those in which dis-

tinct subjects arguably share thoughts expressible with “I” but no location ability is in view (e.g., utterances of (i) and (ii) on the phone or a 
Zoom session, or when they are just written). I will not however press this line here.
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son and second-person ways of establishing F-ness may differ, but that has no bearing on the relation between your un-
derstanding of “I” and my understanding of “I”, both of which exploit a single ability” (Bermúdez 2017, 116-117).

However, there are two crucial issues that need to be taken into account for a full assessment of Bermúdez’s position at 
this point. First, and contrary to what Bermúdez suggests, the articulation of sameness he provides is plausibly one that 
is found at the level of instantiable type in my terminology. This point dovetails, secondly, with a revision of the role of 
Frege’s Criterion in the analysis of these cases, a chief constraint in Bermúdez’s own approach. The first issue will oc-
cupy the remainder of this section. I will take up the second, deeper one in the next two (sects. 5 and 6).

Note, to begin with, that the considerations offered as solutions to Bermúdez’s challenge so far fall clearly beyond the 
general type of thought —as individuated by a given reference or token-reflexive rule— or what Bermúdez calls the 
type-sense (Bermúdez 2019, 635). Obviously too, the analysis does not belong either to the level of non-repeatable in-
stantiated type which Bermúdez also agrees cannot itself be shared (ibid, 631). It all seems to come together if we take 
Bermúdez’s account therefore to also proceed at the level of instantiable, contextually constrained, type of thought.

Bermúdez disagrees. He takes his analysis to be “firmly pitched at the level of token-sense” instead (Bermúdez 2019, 
637). According to Bermúdez, the token-sense of ‘I’ is to be understood “in terms of abilities to determine the truth-
condition of token sentences involving ‘I’ —and in particular the ability to locate the referent of the sentence” (ibid, 
635). So, on Bermúdez’s view, the question of whether —in which contexts— do utterances of (i) and (ii) by A and B, 
respectively, involve the same thought or not is, in fact, the question of whether such utterances involve the same ability 
to determine the truth-condition of the corresponding sentences —and the location in space of A. But this way of put-
ting things does not contravene the idea that token-sense is a notion at the level of instantiable type.

The defining trait of an analysis at the level of instantiable type is that, in order to determine whether utterances of (i) 
and (ii) would significantly involve the same thought, we need to heed (both over the general type and instantiated type) 
the features that are salient or explanatorily relevant in the context (see sect. 2). These are given, on the reference-rule 
account, by the reference of the thoughts as fixed by the self rule in the context. According to Bermúdez, these are given 
by the abilities to locate a thinker exercised in the context. It is therefore quite plausible that, as anticipated above, the 
debate here is properly located at the level of the contextually constrained instantiable type.

The correct identification of the level at which the analysis of sameness operates obviously matters in its own right. Yet 
the present considerations have a crucial ramification regarding the role of Frege’s Criterion in the picture. This will be 
the topic of the next sections.

5.  Symmetry and Frege’s Criterion

Frege’s alleged criteria for either sameness or distinctness of thought may be exposed to challenging problems regarding 
their proper focus (Schellenberg 2012), or may be thought to involve no substantive or positive content (Speaks 2013), 
or may be based on an unpalatable form of circularity given the interference of natural language in the expression of 
thought (Textor 2018). Yet here I shall focus attention solely on the question of whether Frege’s Criterion —inter-
preted as a sufficient condition for the distinctness of thought— is compatible with sameness of thought in ‘I’/‘you’-in-
teractions or Symmetry above (sect. 2). So devised, the discussion will therefore not adjudicate the overall soundness 
of Frege’s Criterion, or Symmetry for that matter, and will thus rest on their initial plausibility.	

As noted, however, the present discussion also assumes Cognitive (sect. 2). The considered accounts of the (shareable) 
sense of ‘I’ thus factor in the distinctive cognitive significance that is associated with utterances of ‘I’ in the relevant cases. 
This means, for instance, that the sense expressible with ‘I’ must generally be distinguished from the sense expressible, say, 
with other potentially co-referring terms such as ‘that professional philosopher’ or ‘José’. Importantly, however, Cogni-
tive involves no straightforward commitment to Frege’s Criterion. Put bluntly, Frege’s Criterion is a (well-known) prin-
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ciple for spotting different thoughts in accordance with Cognitive, yet Cognitive could perfectly stand even if Frege’s 
Criterion falls insofar as we have a positive story to tell about cognitive-significance based individuation. In fact, there is an 
initial motivation to suspect that, granted Symmetry, Frege’s Criterion must indeed fall in the light of the positive stories 
already sketched above. For to accede to sameness of thoughts expressible with ‘I’ and ‘you’ is, as we have seen, also to ac-
cede to different (first- and second-person) ways of exercising an ability (on Bermúdez’s account), or different thinker roles 
operative in thinking one and the same self type of thought (on the reference-rule account). The tension is plain if we take 
Frege’s Criterion to discriminate types of thought in terms of such disparate ways or roles.

However, contrary to what I have suggested (Verdejo 2018a, 582-583; see also Verdejo 2018b, 2021a), Bermúdez is 
surely right that there is no straightforward argument from an account of sameness at the level of instantiable type —or 
token-sense in Bermúdez’s terminology— to the conclusion that Frege’s Criterion is indeed violated. Frege’s Criterion 
is a criterion that detects differences between thoughts. To a first approximation, we may take the criterion to state that 
subjects cannot coherently or rationally have conflicting attitudes towards the same thought: 

Frege’s Criterion

For any thoughts, T and T’, and subject S, if S can rationally believe (be agnostic about/reject) T 
and be agnostic about/reject (believe) T’, then T ≠ T’.

It just follows from this characterization that, in the contexts in which T and T’ are determined to be the same (e.g., be-
cause they are determined to involve the same ability to locate a self-referring thinker in space), no difference can be de-
tected by the criterion. There is hardly anything objectionable with this basic point as far as it goes. But note that the point 
does not put us in a better position to explain either sameness of thought —and a fortiori sameness of thought expressible 
with personal pronouns— nor whether Frege’s Criterion can be preserved at the end of the day. Bermúdez writes:

As I formulate it, Frege’s Criterion holds that no two utterances can express the same token-
sense if it is possible for a thinker rationally to take different attitudes to them, and by ‘utter-
ances’ I explicitly mean utterance-tokens. So, I am not making a claim at the level of instantiable 
type. And I am certainly not committed to any claim stronger than that, in some contexts, an ut-
terance containing “I” can have the same sense (express the same thought) as an utterance con-
taining “you”. (Bermúdez 2019, 637, emphasis in original; see also Bermúdez 2017, 118)

Let us bracket now the retraction of the level of instantiable type (see sect. 4 above and also the concluding sect. 7).11 
Bermúdez’s formulation of Frege’s Criterion departs from our initial one and can be stated as follows:

Frege’s Criterion in Context

For any sentences, s and s’, thoughts T and T’, subject S, and context c, if S can coherently or ra-
tionally believe (be agnostic about/reject) T as expressed by an utterance of s and be agnostic 
about/reject (believe) T’ as expressed by an utterance of s’ in c, then T≠T’.12

This formulation involves a relativization to sentences and contexts of utterance —or “utterance-tokens” as Bermúdez puts it. 
Still, the relevant question is a possibility question, namely: is it really possible for a thinker to rationally take different attitudes 
to co-referring13 thoughts (or token-senses) expressible with utterances of ‘I’ and ‘you’ (as in (i) and (ii) above) in a context?

11	 Importantly, the line of argument laid out here and the next sect. 6 is independent of and does not presuppose the notion of instantiable type.
12	 See Evans 1982; Harcourt 1999, 331. Evans quotes Frege’s letters to Russell and Jourdain (1980, 80 and 153) in support of a similar read-

ing of the criterion. It is logically entailed by the stronger equipollence criterion for the sameness of thought (Frege 1979, 197-198), also al-
luded to by Evans. 

13	 The assumption is that failure of co-reference would eo ipso involve the possibility in question.
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If the answer is negative, the compatibility of Symmetry with Frege’s Criterion is admittedly untouched. If the answer is 
positive, however, Frege’s Criterion will not provide the correct individuation of thought at the level of shareable token-
sense: Frege’s Criterion will force us to conclude that thoughts expressible with ‘I’ and ‘you’ involve distinct token-senses 
or location abilities after all. So, as I see it, the only way to show that the picture is compatible with Frege’s Criterion is by 
providing an argument to the effect that the answer to this question is indeed negative. To insist that we restrict atten-
tion to the contexts in which ‘I’ and ‘you’ do contribute to the expression of one and the same thought —or involve one 
and the same location ability— can hardly count as supporting just this verdict. Similarly, if the answer is “it depends on 
whether the thoughts are the same or not”, then the criterion would not seem to be of much use or involve a genuine con-
straint in determining whether two utterances do indeed express the same thought in the context or not.

Importantly, Frege’s Criterion in Context leaves open whether there might be a context —or a collection thereof— in 
which no conflicting rational attitudes are actually allowed for the thoughts that are indeed regarded to be distinct. In a 
footnote indebted to Paul Benacerraf, Evans makes this explicit when he observes that the criterion only requires that 
someone can coherently endorse conflicting attitudes towards the thoughts but not anyone:

The thought expressed by ‘Hesperus is F’ is different from the thought expressed by ‘Phosphorus 
is F’ but it is not true that anyone who understands the two sentences can take different attitudes 
to them. For example, it is not true for someone who knows that Hesperus is Phosphorus. (Evans 
1982, 19, n. 19, emphasis in original)

Thus, the fact that a subject in a context may not be allowed to rationally have conflicting attitudes towards the thought 
expressed by a pair of sentences —such as sentences of the form ‘Hesperus is F’ and ‘Phosphorus is F’ as understood by 
someone who knows that Hesperus is Phosphorus— is orthogonal to the question of whether the thoughts so expressed 
are distinct or not according to the criterion. For the same reason, the fact that there is a context in which one is not al-
lowed to have conflicting attitudes towards ‘I’/‘you’-thoughts of the sort expressed by (i) and (ii) —the contexts targeted 
by Bermúdez’s Symmetry Constraint— is orthogonal to the question of whether Frege’s Criterion is ultimately respected.

More may be ventured, for to grant —as Bermúdez does in the quoted passage above (Bermúdez 2019, 637)— that 
‘I’/‘you’-thoughts as expressed with (i) and (ii) will cognitively differ in some contexts and not others, already indi-
cates that Frege’s Criterion must prescribe a difference in the thoughts so expressed. We can confirm this possibility 
with many examples. For instance, we may conceive of David Kaplan, John Perry or certainly ourselves accepting the 
thought expressed with (i) while at the same time squarely rejecting or being agnostic about the thought expressed with 
(ii) when inadvertently referring with ‘you’ to themselves as appearing on a blurry TV screen.

6.  Symmetry and double contextualization

I take the foregoing to establish that the compatibility of sameness of thought expressible with ‘I’ and ‘you’ —and hence 
Symmetry— and Frege’s Criterion is at the very least contentious, and arguably in tension with a standard (Evansian) 
interpretation of the latter. In this section, however, I would like to explore in more detail the prospects for a reading of 
the criterion that supports the compatibility claim.

It might be objected, for instance, that the clash just brought out between Symmetry and Frege’s Criterion stems from 
questionably assuming that there is a straightforward correspondence between co-referring utterances (or tokens) of a 
sentence type and thoughts expressed therewith in every context. The unwarranted assumption is, more specifically, 
that co-referring utterances of ‘I’-sentences, on the one hand, and ‘you’-sentences, on the other, guarantee the expres-
sion of the same thought type across contexts.

The compatibilist objection would not here exactly be levelled against the idea that Frege’s Criterion ought to be articu-
lated in such a way that sameness of thought matches sameness of type of expression. For, in order for ‘I’/‘you’-thought 
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sameness to make sense at all —and assuming that ‘I’ and ‘you’ are indeed different types of expression— it already has 
to be true that thought-type identity doesn’t require expression-type identity (see also sect. 3). The compatibilist invokes 
rather an interpretation of Frege’s Criterion such that sameness of reference for one and the same expression type (viz. 
the linguistic types corresponding to ‘I’ or ‘you’) does not necessarily yield sameness of thought type across contexts.

To see this, suppose that A utters (i) and (ii) in a context to refer to what is, unbeknownst to A, the same person 
(namely, A). Call this the ‘contrasting case’. An application of Frege’s Criterion to the contrasting case, therefore, 
would yield the result that the thoughts expressed through utterances of (i) and (ii) are distinct. Compare this to a con-
text in which (i), as used by A, and (ii), as used by B, are uttered to express thoughts which A knows to be about A. Call 
this the ‘target case’. Now, to block the inference from the application of Frege’s Criterion to the contrasting case to the 
conclusion that the thoughts expressed in the target case are also distinct, the compatibilist has to question that utter-
ances of (i) and (ii) in the contrasting case and the target case involve the same thoughts. Only thus can it still be true 
that the ‘I’- and ‘you’-thoughts in the contrasting case are distinct, whereas the ‘I’- and ‘you’-thoughts in the target case 
are the same, compatibly with Frege’s Criterion.

It will not suffice to respond to this move by noting that the contrasting and target cases plausibly involve the same 
standards of use of the expressions (viz. ‘I’/‘you) and, hence, that the individuation issued in the contrasting case would 
reasonably be taken to cover the target case, and in fact, any context in which those uses are considered to be also 
standard. For our objector may propose, more pressingly, that the contexts in which co-referring and standard uses of 
‘I’/‘you’ express the same thoughts concern a type of thought (viz. the self type) that is to be distinguished from the 
type of thought expressed by co-referring and standard uses of other contexts —marked out by the criterion— in which 
‘I’/‘you’ do make room for conflicting but rational attitudes.

This is, I suggest, a special case of a more general kind of strategy that the advocate of compatibility may pursue. The 
more general strategy consists of restricting the validity of the individuation delivered by Frege’s Criterion to a context 
or contexts —namely, those for which cognitive differences registered by the criterion are deemed to be relevant— and 
exclude it from others —namely, those for which it is independently plausible that the thoughts under scrutiny are in 
fact the same. More precisely, this amounts to a relativisation of the criterion not only to a context of application (cA)— 
as we have done thus far —but also to what we may call a ‘context of individuation’ (cI):

Frege’s Criterion with Double Contextualisation

For any sentences, s and s’, thoughts T and T’, subject S, and contexts cA and cI, if S can coher-
ently or rationally believe (be agnostic about/reject) T as expressed by an utterance of s and be ag-
nostic about/reject (believe) T’ as expressed by an utterance of s’ in cA, then T≠T’ in cI.14

Now, while there is nothing incoherent in this strategy per se, it does little by way of preserving Frege’s Criterion as a 
substantive principle for the individuation of thought. Once we concede that the cognitive differences registered by 
means of the criterion may have an effect in some contexts and not others —and do so irrespective of co-reference, 
sameness of expression type or standard of language use (for ‘I’ and ‘you’)— we open the door to any thought-difference 
detected by means of the criterion being arguably irrelevant for the context at stake, and indeed for any context other 
than the context in which the difference is detected (that is, irrelevant whenever cA≠cI).15

14	 This is also a reading of Frege’s Criterion that can be endorsed to respond to what Valente calls “non-transitivity cases” or cases that pur-
portedly show that Symmetry is incompatible with the intransitivity of communication or testimonial knowledge transmission (Valente 
2025, §2; see also Valente & Onofri 2023; Goodman 2025). For reasons made clear in the main text, I agree with Valente that this kind of 
contextual relativisation is counterproductive.

15	 I take this point to apply, mutatis mutandis, to the articulation of Frege’s Criterion in terms of actual, as opposed to absolute, possibility 
advocated by Recanati (2025). Detailed discussion of Recanati’s views in this connection must be left for another occasion.
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This outcome seems to me to leave the criterion fatally vulnerable to charges of unprincipledness and idleness. The crite-
rion is now unprincipled because it can serve to cherry-pick contexts of individuation and may fail to support any prin-
cipled conclusions over contexts that would involve linguistically kosher co-referential uses of the same terms as the 
context of application. The criterion is also idle because any difference detected can now be imputed to the peculiarity 
of a context or time of application —as opposed to the type of thought— with no effect besides that particular context 
or time and, a fortiori, no effect concerning the individuation of thought.

The force of these charges is perhaps striking once we see that they jeopardise very basic differences drawn by the crite-
rion in non-indexical cases. If double contextualisation is called upon, such differences may be said to hold in some con-
texts but not others, or even only hold for one-off contexts or times. 

To illustrate, consider the classic ‘Hesperus’/‘Phosphorus’ example and let us assume that the relevant contexts (of ap-
plication and individuation) are just times. If double contextualisation holds, the fact that Hammurabi rationally en-
dorses conflicting attitudes at t1 with respect to thoughts expressed with ‘Hesperus is F’ and ‘Phosphorus is F’ is not 
enough to establish that the thoughts differ at a distinct time t2. For now it is open to a theorist to select —from 
among the times different from t1— those times where the registered difference is in force and those where it is not. 
Note, in particular, that —without further ado— it is not guaranteed that the thoughts will be distinct at t2 even if 
the reference and the standards governing the use of ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ at that time are the same as in t1. No 
doubt, one may advert at this point to other considerations that would make it independently plausible that, at t2, the 
‘Hesperus’/‘Phosphorus’-thoughts are distinct, or indeed the same. But since these considerations would admittedly 
go beyond what Frege’s Criterion says, the criterion does not itself really provide a positive, principled basis for the dis-
crimination of thought expressible with ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’.

In consequence, it is only at t1 that we may have the right to claim that thoughts expressible with ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phos-
phorus’ are guaranteed to be distinct according to the criterion. But to concede such stark contextualisation backfires 
into idleness. For if Hammurabi becomes aware of the fact that ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ co-refer at a later time 
t2 it would cease to be true, according to the criterion so understood, that ‘Hesperus’/‘Phosphorus’-thoughts are dis-
tinct. For at t2, and contrary to Evans’s insight highlighted above, thought distinctness will not persist if —as a conse-
quence of newly acquired knowledge— it ceases to be rational for Hammurabi to stand in conflicting attitudes towards 
thoughts expressed with ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’. In sum, if we restrict difference of thought to t1, the criterion 
turns out to be idle as a principle of individuation: it would at most reflect the specificities of t1 but not the defining 
features of ‘Hesperus’/‘Phosphorus’-thoughts as such. In general, if we restrict the context of individuation to the con-
text of application, even paradigmatic distinctions delivered by the criterion in non-indexical cases would run the risk 
of being idle for the individuation of thought.

One final move may be invoked in order to resist this result. Some authors have proposed to split the notion of a 
thought expressed by a sentence in cases of ‘I’/‘you’-interaction and perhaps elsewhere. Uses of (i) and (ii), the basic 
idea goes, may involve the expression of more than one thought or thought-content.16 If so, when Frege’s Criterion is-
sues a difference regarding (i) and (ii), it might be taken to concern only one (class) of such thoughts, but precisely not 
those for which sameness is proposed. However, this objection misses its target. For to fracture the domain of thoughts 
associated with ‘I’/‘you’ between those in line with Frege’s Criterion and those that are the same is just to admit that 
one cannot, as a matter of fact, hold on to the criterion and Symmetry for the same (class of) thoughts. 

I conclude that, while Frege’s Criterion is, in the ways we have earlier seen, uncontroversially contextually constrained 
with respect to its application, it can only be contextually constrained with respect to the individuation it yields at the 
risk of undermining the object of the criterion as a substantive individuating principle for thought.

16	 This sort of suggestion has been recently developed in Howell 2023, chap. 6. See also Chalmers 2011, 602 or Soames 2015, 112-116.
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7.  Going full circle: instantiable types again

It must be noted that, in subscribing to both Symmetry and Cognitive, the views discussed here converge much 
more than they diverge from each other. That said, the root problem grappled with in these pages has ultimately to do, 
it seems to me, with the role of context in a satisfactory account that wishes to preserve both assumptions. Bermúdez 
takes himself to be operating at a highly contextually limited level (the ‘token-sense’ or the ‘token-utterance’) which is 
different from the repeatable instantiable type. But such a contextually limited approach, now we can perhaps see, does 
not involve much of a commitment regarding general principles for the individuation of thought. And this is why, Ber-
múdez correctly insists, the Symmetry Constraint —Symmetry— should only be regarded as operative “in some con-
texts”. But this, I hope to have shown, is problematic concerning the satisfactory characterization of the shareable self 
type of thought and the substance of Frege’s Criterion as tenets that are cross-contextually explanatory.

A consequence of the foregoing discussion is thus that the level of the instantiable type is plausibly the centre stage of 
discussions of shareability of the self type —a type of thought expressible with the first and second person pronouns. 
Accounts at that level can, when properly fleshed out in terms of reference rules, meet the important challenge posed by 
Bermúdez and do so in a way that is entirely congenial to his own account in terms of location abilities (see sect. 4). But 
even if we agree with this conclusion, there are also deeper issues to which these considerations direct us. They include 
whether these competing accounts adequately capture the role of context in the articulation of shareable thought and, 
rather crucially, whether Frege’s Criterion may indeed be meaningfully preserved once distinct cognitive ways of exer-
cising an ability or thinker roles (associated with ‘I’ and ‘you’ respectively) are posited in the account of the shareability 
of instantiable type, or token-sense.
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ABSTRACT:  Can others grasp my first-person thoughts, or are such thoughts inherently private? Philosophers disa-
gree: some argue that first-person thoughts are apprehensible only by their owners, while others contend that they can 
be shared through communication—expressible by ‘you’ as readily as by ‘I’. In this paper, I set out to clarify the stakes 
of this age-long dispute. Taking J. L. Bermúdez’s forceful defence of shareability as the backdrop of my discussion, I 
examine how the intersubjective availability of thoughts interacts with issues concerning the objectivity of thought, 
testimonial knowledge transmission, and rational action. The bulk of this paper is an elaboration of the Asymmetry 
Argument, which grounds the privacy of first-person thoughts in the need to explain how thinkers who believe and 
desire the same as each other might nonetheless have distinct reasons for action. If successful, the argument reveals 
how first-person thoughts cannot be shareable in a philosophically significant sense without compromising their fun-
damental connection to motivating reasons for action.

Palabras clave

Pensamiento 
Primera persona 
Actitudes proposicionales 
Deícticos 
Acción

RESUMEN:  ¿Pueden otras personas comprender mis pensamientos de primera persona, o son estos pensamientos in-
herentemente privados? En filosofía no hay consenso: una corriente defende que los pensamientos de primera persona 
sólo son aprehensibles por sus poseedores, mientras que otra sostiene que pueden compartirse mediante la comunicación 
– siendo expresables tanto por «tú» como por «yo». En este artículo, me propongo aclarar los puntos clave de esta an-
tigua disputa. Partiendo de la contundente defensa de la compartibilidad de los pensamientos de primera persona reali-
zada por J. L. Bermúdez, examino cómo la disponibilidad intersubjetiva de esos pensamientos interactúa con cuestiones 
relativas a la objetividad del pensamiento, la transmisión del conocimiento por testimonio y la acción racional. El núcleo 
de este artículo es una elaboración del Argumento de la Asimetría, que fundamenta la privacidad de los pensamientos de 
primera persona en la necesidad de explicar cómo pensadores que creen y desean lo mismo podrían, no obstante, tener 
distintas razones para actuar. De tener éxito, el argumento revela cómo los pensamientos de primera persona no pueden 
considerarse compartibles sin comprometer su conexión fundamental con las razones para actuar.

Gako-hitzak

Pentsamenduak 
Lehen pertsona 
Jarrera proposizionalak 
Deiktikoak 
Ekintza

LABURPENA:  Uler al ditzakete besteek lehen pertsonako nire pentsamenduak, edo pribatuak dira berez? Filosofoak 
ez datoz bat: batzuek argudiatzen dute lehen pertsonako pentsamenduak dauzkatenek bakarrik atzeman ditzaketela, 
eta beste batzuek, berriz, komunikazioaren bitartez parteka daitezkeela —eta «ni» gisa bezain erraz adieraz daitez-
keela «zu» gisa—. Lan honetan, saiatuko naiz argitzen zer dagoen jokoan aspaldiko gatazka honetan. J.L. Bermúdezek 
lehen pertsonako pentsamenduen partekagarritasunaz egiten duen defentsa irmoa nire analisiaren oinarri gisa hartuta, 
arretaz aztertuko dut nola eragiten dioten elkarri, batetik, pentsamendu horien eskuragarritasun intersubjektiboak eta, 
bestetik, pentsamenduaren objektibotasunari, testigantza bidezko ezagutzaren transmisioari eta ekintza arrazionalari 
lotutako auziek. Lan honen zatirik handienean, Asimetriaren Argudioa landuko dut. Artikulu honen helburua da asi-
metriaren argudioa garatzea, lehen pertsonako pentsamenduen pribatutasuna azaldu behar honetan oinarrituz: nolatan 
gauza bera uste edo nahi duten pentsalariek halere ekintzarako arrazoi desberdinak izan ditzaketen. Arrakasta izanez 
gero, argudioak agerian utziko du lehen pertsonako pentsamenduak ezin direla partekatu filosofikoki esanguratsua den 
zentzu batean, ekintzara daramaten arrazoiekiko beren funtsezko lotura arriskuan jarri gabe.
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1.  Introduction

When confronted with the peculiar features of first-person thought (those usually expressed with ‘I’), many philoso-
phers have felt compelled to hold that they differ from third-person thoughts in being apprehensible only by their own-
ers.1 Frege (1956) himself wrote that “everyone is presented to himself in a special and primitive way, in which he is pre-
sented to no one else”, a remark often cited in defences of the thesis that first-person thoughts are private (henceforth, 
Privacy). Unsurprisingly, Privacy has not gone wholly unchallenged, even by authors of a broadly Fregean persuasion, 
such as José Luis Bermúdez.2 

In a series of works spanning decades, Bermúdez has developed a systematic account of first-person thoughts among 
whose original features is a forceful defence of their objectivity and shareability. More specifically, Bermúdez argues for 
the so-called symmetry constraint - henceforth, Symmetry - which holds that “an account of the sense of ‘I’ must allow 
tokens of ‘I’ to have the same sense as tokens of other personal pronouns such as ‘you’ in appropriate contexts” (2017a, 
p. 61). The idea behind Symmetry is as simple as it is plausible: when you tell me something about yourself with ‘I’, I 
acquire knowledge which I could report back to you with ‘you’, suggesting that reciprocal uses of the first- and second-
person pronouns not only might happen to co-refer but also to match in cognitive significance, and so, to underlie the 
apprehension of a single thought.3

Despite extensive debate, the stakes of this dispute remain unclear. Some of this hinges on which theoretical roles 
thoughts are supposed to play. While most agree that thoughts are the cognitively significant contents of attitudes 
such as belief, it’s unclear whether this alone suffices to adjudicate between Symmetry and Privacy. This paper aims to 
achieve more clarity on the significance of this dispute. 

Sections 2 and 3 assess Bermúdez’s two main positive arguments for Symmetry: the argument from objectivity and the 
argument from testimonial knowledge.4 I argue that neither succeeds; indeed, the latter one might actually backfire, in-
directly supporting Privacy due to issues with the assumption that thought sharing is necessary for the transmission of 
knowledge through communication. Section 4 turns to the interplay between thoughts and motivating reasons for ac-
tion, introducing the concept of confidants to capture the relationship between ideally rational agents whose beliefs and 
desires are maximally shared through an idealised communicative exchange.5 This sets the stage for the Asymmetry Ar-
gument (Section 5), which concludes that Privacy alone can explain how such agents might nonetheless have distinct 
reasons for action. After rebutting objections to the argument (Section 6), I conclude that the need to explain how 
agents who maximally agree with each other might diverge in their reasons for action gives rise to a direct argument for 
the privacy of first-person thoughts.

1	 Authors who subscribe to the privacy of first-person thoughts include Evans (1981, 1982), Heck (2002), Morgan (2009), and Stanley 
(2011). 

2	 The main works where Bermúdez discusses first-person thoughts and the sense of ‘I’ are: 2005, 2011, 2017a, 2017b, 2019. All Bermúdez’s 
citations in this paper come from his monograph Understanding “I” (2017a), where his main ideas on the topic are given its most system-
atic presentation.

3	 By ‘the same thought’ I mean ‘thought-tokens of the same type’. In Bermúdez’s terminology, these would be thought-tokens constituted 
by the same token-senses (Bermúdez, p. 80-97).

4	 A disclaimer: I discuss only a small fraction of Bermúdez’s rich account of the sense of ‘I’. Among its many invaluable contributions, we 
find: a defence of Essential Indexicality (roughly, the thesis that first-person attitudes must necessarily be involved in explanations of ac-
tions; Bermúdez, 2017a, chapter 1; 2017b), a careful reevaluation of the legacy of Evans’ seminal work on the first-person (Bermúdez, 
2017a, chapter 6), and an original account of immunity to error via misidentification and past-tense judgements based on autobiographi-
cal memory (Bermúdez, 2017a, chapter 7; 2011).

5	 The interplay between first-person thoughts and action has figured prominently in recent work. For a survey, see Ninan (2016; 2021). See 
also: Prosser (2005; 2023; 2025), Longworth (2013, 2014), Weber (2014), Recanati (2016; 2025), Torre (2018), Valente (2018), Torre & 
Weber (2021; 2022), Gray (2022), Lin (2022), Verdejo (2017; 2019; 2020; 2026).
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2.  The Argument from Objectivity

Though deeply influenced by Gareth Evans (1981, 1982), Bermúdez departs from him on a few important issues, in-
cluding on the shareability of first-person thoughts. One source of their disagreement centres on the objectivity of 
thoughts, a central Fregean commitment which both authors endorse. While Evans argues that private thoughts can be 
objective, Bermúdez insists that first-person thoughts can only be objective if shareable.6 

What is it for a thought to be objective? Most generally, a thought is objective if it is irreducible to the contents of a par-
ticular consciousness (i.e. distinct from, as Frege would put it, mere ideas [Vorstellungen]). Evans and Bermúdez seem to 
agree that a thought is so irreducible when it fulfils at least one of the following conditions:

(1)	 The thought exists and has a truth-value independently of being apprehended;
(2)	 The thought is shareable (apprehensible by multiple thinkers);

Evans defended Privacy by appealing to (1): “an unshareable [private] thought can be perfectly objective —can exist 
and have a truth-value independently of anyone’s entertaining it” (Evans, 1981, p. 313). Bermúdez disagrees, arguing 
that indexical thoughts (of which first-person thoughts are a key instance) are constitutively connected to the episodes 
of thinking whereby they are apprehended (p. 62-66): 

[T]he whole point of token-reflexivity, and indexicality in general, is that the identity of the 
thought is determined by the context in which it is thought —in which case, there is no thought 
without an episode of thinking. (p. 63)

On that basis, Bermúdez concludes that indexical thoughts can only be objective if they fulfil (2), i.e. if they are share-
able. But why should the identity of indexical thoughts be constrained in the way which Bermúdez outlines? What fol-
lows is my interpretation of his reasoning. 

Suppose I thought ‘I am tired’ last Sunday at noon.7 The thought I thereby apprehend —call it ‘T’— is referentially 
equivalent to (the thought which I could have expressed as) ‘MV was tired on Sunday at noon’. However, their cogni-
tive significance differs. For example, I could know that I’m tired without knowing that I’m MV or what time it is, a fa-
miliar point which shows that my first-person thought T is potentially different from its third-person analogue. One 
reason why that is so stems from the independent ways in which these thoughts’ truth-conditions are fixed. In particu-
lar, T’s truth-conditions are fixed by contextual features of its episode of apprehension such as the fact that its thinker is 
MV and that it’s entertained on a particular Sunday at noon. Presumably, this entails that T would not so much as exist 
if it had not been apprehended in a context with these particular features, which plausibly tells against Evans’ conten-
tion that its objectivity could be grounded on fulfilment of (1). 

However, we immediately face problems when trying to make Bermúdez’s proposal more precise. Surely, Bermúdez 
does not mean to say that T could not possibly have been apprehended in any other context. Suppose, for example, that 
I knew on Saturday 8pm that I would be tired on Sunday at noon, and thought ‘I will be tired in 16 hours’. Presumably, 
the thought I would then apprehend could be none other than T, after all, if I went on to track the passage of time for 
16 hours and, finding myself tired just as I knew I would, thought ’I am tired’, I would seem to be merely re-expressing 
the content of my earlier judgement as opposed to judging something new. To be sure, there are some who would chal-
lenge that intuitive claim, but these would be people who balk at the idea that an indexical thought could remain invari-

6	 Frege’s emphasis on the objectivity of thoughts is arguably one of his central philosophical contributions (Dummett, 1980). 
7	 For brevity, I’ll often write “x thinks/believes ‘I am F’” as short for “x apprehends/believes a thought which they could have expressed by 

uttering ‘I am F’”. 
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ant across changes of perspective, and so, whose fundamental commitments are at odds with the core rationale behind 
Symmetry, i.e. that a thought expressible in the first-person perspective with ‘I’ could equally be expressed second-per-
sonally with ‘you’. But if T could have been apprehended on Saturday, then it could have existed and have a truth-value 
independently of being apprehended on Sunday, which shows that its purported constitutive connection to a particular 
episode of thinking is less clearcut than it initially might seem.

Bermúdez could insist that T’s existence depends on its being apprehended in some context, though not on any particu-
lar one. Notice, however, that some of these considerations appear to pertain more closely to the temporal indexicality 
of T as opposed to its involvement of the first-person sense of ‘I’. I take it to be uncontroversial that a thought can be 
indexical in at least two ways: by involving the senses of personal pronouns like ‘I’ and ‘you’ or the senses of temporal 
indexicals like ‘now’ and ‘soon’. T appears to be indexical twice over: not only it concerns myself as myself, it also makes 
indexical reference to time. In contrast, the thoughts ‘I am tired at 12:00 GMT on Sunday, January 3rd, 2025’ and ‘to-
day is Sunday’ seem to be indexical in a single sense: the first is first-personal but not temporal, the latter is temporal 
but not personal. This raises a concern: in focusing on T to investigate the objectivity of first-person thoughts, we risk 
equivocating between issues which arise from temporal indexicality with possibly independent issues having to do with 
the first-person.8 To avoid any mixup, we should turn attention to pure breed first-person thoughts, of which these are 
plausible examples:

On Sunday, MV thinks: (T2) I am tired at 12:00 GMT on Sunday, January 3rd, 2025.

On Sunday, MV thinks: (T3) I am tired at some/all times.

On Sunday, MV thinks: (T4) I am human simpliciter.9

As far as I can see, Bermúdez’s criticism of Evans is harder to motivate on the basis of examples like T2, T3, and T4. 
Why, for example, should the identity of T2 —the thought whereby I self-attribute tiredness at a particular, non-index-
ically specified, time - be in any way constrained by when or where it is apprehended? Perhaps Bermúdez could insist 
that these thoughts’ truth-conditions are fixed by an indexical act of reference to a particular individual— either via ‘I’ 
or, as Symmetry allows, via ‘you’ —which is subsidiary to an episode of apprehension. I agree that that something gets 
to be the referent of a token of ‘I’ or ‘you’ only if these tokens were indeed produced in the right way, but that strikes 
me as a trivial claim equivalent to saying that a token singular term ought to exist in order for it to have a referent. The 
crucial question is whether it makes sense to say that thoughts like T2, T3, and T4, could have existed and have a truth-
value even if nobody had ever entertained them, and so far I have not been able to pinpoint a clear reason for saying that 
it does not. On the other hand, a reasoning like the following moves me into saying that it does make sense. 

Suppose that I have known all along of this person who I fail to recognise as myself that she is tired at 12:00 GMT on 
Sunday, January 3rd, 2025. At some point in February, I realise that this person is none other than myself, and so, dis-
cover that it is me who was tired at 12:00 GMT on Sunday, January 3rd, 2025, thus apprehending T2 for the first time 
around. Intuitively, the truth which I discovered, T2, would have remained true even if neither I nor anyone else had dis-
covered it, after all, what else could it mean for something to be discovered in the first place? But Bermúdez must instead 
hold that my act of apprehending T2 for the first time is what brings T2 into existence, and so, what determines its being 
a true thought as opposed to nothing at all. This seems to get things the wrong way around. More generally: if first-per-
son thoughts are neither true nor false before apprehension, then in which sense could their truth amount to a discovery? 

Furthermore, in the scenario under consideration, I have apprehended all of the senses constitutive of T2 —the objec-
tual sense of ‘I’ and the sense(s) of ‘being tired at 12:00 GMT on Sunday, January 3rd, 2025’— prior to concatenating 

8	 For a recent work addressing the peculiar differences between personal (de se) and temporal (de nunc) indexicality, see Morgan (2024). 
9	 Whenever F is an essential property such as being human, I assume that it makes sense to think of an individual as being F simpliciter (as 

opposed to: being F now/in the past/in the future).
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them as I do when I finally apprehend T2, after all, I have thought about myself and, independently, about someone 
who was tired on that specific date. Presumably, this entails that the constituents of T2 were available for thought prior 
to my apprehending it. If so, then Bermúdez seems committed to denying that a thought exists and has a truth-value 
even though all of its constituents have been separately apprehended in a meaningful way. But why should a thought’s 
existence have to wait any longer?

As said before, the objectivity of a thought most fundamentally requires its being irreducible to mere ideas. Plausibly, 
an idea’s subjectivity has at least partly to do with its fleeting, ephemeral nature; but thoughts like T2, T3, and T4, cer-
tainly can be entertained multiple times (even if only by a single subject), and so, wouldn’t seem to be fleeting in a simi-
lar way. Interestingly, this fits with another traditional conception of objectivity, namely, that of existence unperceived. 
For example, one might reason by analogy and claim that, just like an objective particular is one which may be re-en-
countered after ceasing to be perceived, an objective thought is one which may be re-apprehended after previously hav-
ing been so. Why, then, would objectivity require first-person thoughts to be apprehensible by multiple thinkers over 
and above requiring them to be apprehensible multiple times by a single one? 

Rather than a set of knockdown objections, the above should be read as a plea for further clarification regarding the 
rules of this debate. As things stand, I’m not convinced that Symmetry and the shareability of first-person thoughts can 
be vindicated solely on the basis of their objectivity. 

3.  The Argument from Testimonial Knowledge

Bermúdez bases his other main argument for Symmetry on another broadly Fregean principle, namely, that “a Fregean 
theory of sense is a theory of understanding” (p. 67), and so, that there ought to be an “equation between understand-
ing a sentence and grasping the thought that it expresses” (p. 27). On a natural interpretation, this requires thinkers 
who understand each other to apprehend the same thought. Bermúdez (p. 76) is careful to accept that not all forms of 
understanding might require thought sharing, but he explicitly claims that this must be so when knowledge gets trans-
mitted via testimony. Thus, Bermúdez’s main claim is that “knowledge through testimony typically requires the person 
acquiring the knowledge to think the very thought expressed by the speaker” (p. 76). If he’s right, then Symmetry could 
be supported by the undeniable fact that one may acquire knowledge from another’s testimony involving ‘I’, knowledge 
which one would naturally report back with ‘you’.

However, Bermúdez’s claim faces at least two serious problems. First, the relevant data on testimonial knowledge trans-
mission appears amenable to an account which deploys no notion more sophisticated than referential contents and in-
dependently motivated epistemic concepts such as safety and reliability. Second, so-called non-transitivity cases appear to 
show that knowledge transmission can occur even when thought sameness is absent. I now explain each of these issues.

A quick look at the recent literature on referential communication shows that the following is common ground among 
authors of virtually all persuasions: sameness of referential content is not sufficient for understanding and knowledge 
transmission via testimony.10 For example, if I tell you ‘Clark Kent is F’ and you form the belief ‘Superman is F’, then, 
assuming that neither of us know that Clark Kent is Superman, your belief would have the same referential content 
as mine but wouldn’t count as knowledge. A Fregean might say that your mistake was failing to apprehend the same 
thought as mine. But a non-Fregean —call her a Russellian— will judge this move ad hoc, for we seem capable of ex-
plaining your failure in purely referential-cum-epistemic terms. For example, “the Russellian might claim that the pro-
cess involved in communication [knowledge transmission] must reliably produce coreferential thoughts, and so secure 

10	 Cases with this structure are often called ‘Loar-cases’ due to their origin in Loar (1976). For recent debate involving such cases, see Onofri 
(2019), Valente (2021), Prosser (2025), Recanati (2016, 2025).
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non-accidental, or not merely lucky, co-reference” (Goodman, 2025, p. 221). In other words, you failed because you got 
the right referential content by sheer luck as opposed to in a suitably reliable way. As far as I can see, there’s nothing im-
mediately unobjectionable about that kind of story (not to mention the fact that it’s more theoretically parsimonious, 
after all, it can be endorsed independently of any prior commitments regarding the role of thoughts in interpersonal ex-
changes). 

A Fregean might retort that what the Russellian calls ‘apprehending the right referential content in a reliable way’ just is 
what she calls ‘apprehending the same thought’. But there are problems with this response. For example, some have ar-
gued that thought sameness can itself be arrived at as a matter of luck (Byrne & Thau, 1996). Suppose that, by sheer coin-
cidence, you and I independently introduce the name ‘Winston’ for the amnesiac in Room 101. I then tell you, ‘Winston 
will never recover’ and you form the belief you’d express by the same sentence. Plausibly, your belief won’t count as knowl-
edge: how do you know who I’m talking about? However, it’s possible to argue that the thought which you believe is the 
same as that which I have expressed, after all, the senses you and I associate to our uses of ‘Winston’ appear to be the same, 
namely, a sense for the amnesiac in Room 101. If so, then even Fregeans will need to appeal to anti-luck considerations in 
order to characterise knowledge-supporting understanding, which again suggests that we might do better by following the 
Russellian in appealing to nothing but referential-cum-epistemic terms to accommodate the relevant phenomenon.

To respond, a Fregean needs to come up with a principled argument for the importance of having a thought-involving 
account of the relevant data. Let’s assume that this can be done. Still, it’s not obvious whether this would result in any 
direct arguments for Symmetry. For one thing, knowledge-supporting understanding might require some suitable re-
lation between the relevant thoughts without requiring them to be the same. Indeed, some have advanced proposals in 
that spirit. McDowell (1984, p. 290) is a good example: 

[…] there is no obvious reason why [Frege] could not have held […] that in linguistic interchange 
of the appropriate kind, mutual understanding —which is what successful communication 
achieves— requires not shared thoughts but different thoughts which, however, stand and are 
mutually known to stand in a suitable relation of correspondence.

Therefore, even Fregeans can eschew the need for thought sameness as a condition on testimonial knowledge transmis-
sion. But why would any Fregean go down that route instead of sticking to the simpler view endorsed by Bermúdez? 
There might be multiple reasons why, but I’ll resort myself to presenting that which I take to be the most general one: 
non-transitivity cases (see below) show that thought sameness not only isn’t sufficient for knowledge transmission, it’s 
not even necessary.11 

Suppose that I meet Johannes on Monday and tell him that I’m human. I then meet him again on Tuesday and, again, 
tell him I’m human. It’s certainly possible for Johannes to understand me both times, and so, to come to know all that I 
told him. Presumably, the thought I express to him is the same both times (T4 from Section 2). So, if Bermúdez’s view 
is correct, then what Johannes apprehends and comes to know on Monday and Tuesday is thought T4. However, Jo-
hannes might have failed to recognise me on Tuesday as the same person who talked to him on Monday. Surely, this 
type of identification failure happens in real life all the time. But if he did, then the thoughts he apprehends on each day 
are cognitively distinct for him, i.e. he could in principle believe one while disbelieving the other (and rationally so). Of 
course, this just is to say that Johannes apprehends different thoughts each time, contradicting Bermúdez’s assumption 
that knowledge transmission requires thought sameness.

To be sure, I admit that non-transitivity cases are anything but unobjectionable, e.g. one might suspect that Johannes’ 
recognition failure tells against his coming to know what I tell him on Tuesday. I agree that recognition failures might 

11	 Non-transitivity and thought sharing has been a focus of recent debate by, among others, Goodman (2025); Gray (2025); Valente & Ono-
fri (2023); Valente & Verdejo (2021), Cumming (2013), Fine (2007).
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sometimes lead to misunderstanding, but doubt that this needs always occur. It would be a stretch to claim that I can-
not acquire knowledge from your utterance ‘NN is F’ if I fail to see that NN is the same person you were talking about 
some time before. As far as I can see, this is analogous to how I could look at an object and learn that it is red while later, 
failing to recognise the same object as before, look at the same object and learn that it is red, ending up with two pieces 
of knowledge that are based on similar perceptual experiences of the same thing.12 So, if one agrees that Johannes could 
understand me regardless of not recognising me, then he can only come to know what I tell him on Tuesday if he ap-
prehends a thought that is different from mine. In addition, one might claim that Johannes would have failed to under-
stand me on Tuesday if he apprehended the same thought as mine, for then he would have been assuming that I’m the 
guy from yesterday in the absence of good reasons for doing so. 

How would Bermúdez respond? In a couple of places, he suggests an argument as follows (cf. Bermúdez, pp. 75-77). 
Suppose a bystander eavesdropped on my Tuesday conversation with Johannes. If the bystander understood my ‘I am 
F’ as well as Johannes’ ensuing report ‘you are F’, then it would be irrational for her to take contrasting attitudes to 
what Johannes and I have said. Doesn’t this show that Johannes and I express the same thought by ‘you’ and ‘I’ on that 
occasion? I don’t think so. This at most shows that the bystander couldn’t have understood us if she associated distinct 
thoughts to each of our utterances. This puts demands on the bystander’s thought(s) while leaving it open whether it/
they ought to be same as mine, Johannes’, or to both. More generally, rational cotenability is a relation between the 
thoughts of a single thinker at a time, and so, are bound to be of little help in assessing distinct thinkers’ thoughts for 
identity or distinctness (Evans 1981).13

In conclusion, even if we grant the assumption that an account of knowledge transmission via testimony must be 
framed in terms of thinkers’ thoughts, thought sameness might still neither be sufficient nor necessary for it to take 
place. For these reasons, I’m sceptical about whether any straightforward argument from knowledge transmission to 
Symmetry will be forthcoming. Given this negative conclusion, we’re advised to look elsewhere in order to adjudicate 
between Symmetry and Privacy. In the next section, we turn to motivating reasons for action.

4.  Attitudes, Reasons, and Confidants

As Bermúdez reminds us, it’s a “basic tenet of propositional attitude psychology that people act the way they do because 
of what they believe” (p. 47). Indeed, it’s almost a truism that a rational agent who believes that Φing is the optimal way 
of fulfilling her most pressing desires, ideally, will be motivated to Φ (and so, will predictably try to Φ). This gives rise 
to a sort of platitude about ideally rational agents, namely, that their motivating reasons for action —those in light of 
which she intentionally acts (henceforth, her ‘reasons’)14— supervene on her attitudes (e.g. beliefs, desires, etc). This su-
pervenience claim can be given an intra-personal diachronic formulation and an inter-personal synchronic one:

12	 Furthermore, the fact that these cases involve multiple contexts/conversations strikes me as irrelevant, for intra-contextual analogue cases 
could easily be constructed (e.g. if ‘NN’ is a very common name, you might wrongly but rationally take my series of utterances about NN 
in a conversation as being about distinct people with the same name; for related considerations, see Verdejo, 2026).

13	 This draws from Evans (1981, pp. 293-5), but see also Recanati (2025) and Verdejo (2026). An anonymous referee points out further is-
sues with the intuitive Fregean criterion for thought individuation, in particular, a version thereof which takes thoughts to be the same 
when contrasting attitudes towards them are not rationally cotenable. As the referee points out, this criterion over generates, for it seem-
ingly entails that analytic or a priori statements express the same thought (e.g. “all planets revolve” and “all bachelors are unmarried”). This 
seems right. In addition, I may add, it has the unfortunate consequence of entailing that co-referential thoughts known to be co-referential 
are the same (e.g. if I know that I am NN, then I express the same thoughts by ‘I am F’ and ‘NN is F’).

14	 Motivating reasons, i.e. reasons in light of which an agent acts, are typically contrasted with normative reasons, i.e. reasons that count in fa-
vour of actions independently of whether the agent is aware or acts in their light (Alvarez & Way, 2024). My discussion primarily concerns 
the former. For recent discussion on motivating reasons and similar proposals regarding their connection to agents’ attitudes, see Singh 
(2019) and Wang (2025). 
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CHANGES: an ideally rational agent’s reasons cannot change if her attitudes remain the same.

TWINS: ideally rational agents cannot have distinct reasons if they have all the same attitudes.15

CHANGES says of an agent at distinct times what TWINS says of distinct ones at the same time. Presumably, both 
principles stand or fall together. This becomes even more crystalline if we reframe CHANGES as the principle that 
time-slices of an ideally rational agent cannot have different reasons if they have the same attitudes. Absent reasons to 
think that the relation between the attitudes and reasons of time-slices of an agent differ from those of time-slices of 
distinct agents, CHANGES and TWINS just are two faces of the same coin.

Since Symmetry is an inter-personal principle, let’s focus on TWINS (I’ll have more to say about CHANGES in 
6.1). I take it to be uncontroversial that TWINS (or something in the vicinity) is supported by our ordinary prac-
tice of explaining and predicting intentional action via the attribution of attitudes to agents under the assump-
tion of their rationality. If two rational agents’ being of the same mind did not correlate with their intention-
ally acting alike, then the very idea “that people act the way they do because of what they believe” would seem out 
of place. To be sure, TWINS encapsulates a form of internalism about reasons that is not universally accepted. 
However, it’s an internalism of the most plausible kind for it explicitly concerns motivating reasons for actions, 
and so, shouldn’t be incompatible with most forms of externalism or objectivism about normative reasons (Singh 
2019, Wang, 2025). 

A few caveats about TWINS are in order before proceeding. First, it’s a principle of ideal rationality. I will offer no pre-
cise definition of an ideal reasoner, but they must at least be perfectly aware of which attitudes they hold as well as being 
maximally compliant with the norms of epistemic and practical rationality. This vague characterisation suffices to avoid 
a few distracting objections (e.g. cases involving reasoning mistakes due to cognitive or temporal limitations, failure to 
keep up with one’s evidence, forgetfulness, behaviour motivated by irrationally-held attitudes, akrasia, weakness of the 
will, etc). In addition, notice that TWINS doesn’t presuppose that it’s possible for distinct agents to have all the same 
attitudes, after all, doing so would seemingly beg the question against proponents of Privacy. It’s then helpful to intro-
duce a label applying to agents who share each other’s attitudes to the maximal possible degree which is compatible with 
there being attitudes towards private thoughts. 

Let agents x and y be confidants if (1) they are mutually acknowledged ideally rational agents, (2) they have engaged in 
an idealised communicative exchange whereby they have mutually expressed all of their attitudes, and, consequentially, 
(3) whose post-communication attitudes are the result of updating on everything which they have just learned from 
each other.16 In other words, confidants are mutually acknowledged rational peers who pool their information together 
via communication, and so, end up in attitudinal states which result from factoring in everything they have learned 
from each other. So, confidants have common knowledge of each other’s attitudes. But not only that: since they take 
each other as peers in all epistemic and practical rationality-relevant respects, they will be moved towards calibrating 
their own attitudes in light of what they learn from one another. By doing so, their resulting attitudes will be maximally 

15	 My formulation of TWINS is derived from Hunter’s Inter-Personal Reasons: “There can be no difference in what two people have reason 
to do without a difference in what they believe or desire” (Hunter, 2017, p. 693; 2022, p. 158; see also Cappelen & Dever 2013, p. 52). It’s 
also inspired by the law-like generalisation which Ninan refers to as EXPLANATION (Ninan, 2016) and as Thesis (IV) (Ninan, 2021). 
However, there are some important differences. First, Ninan’s generalisations quantify over actions instead of reasons. Second, they in-
clude a ceteris paribus clause (“if all else is equal”) instead of being restricted to ideally rational subjects. Analogous considerations apply to 
Prosser’s (2025) Weak Thought-Action Principle. While TWINS’s more restricted scope makes it more artificial, it also makes it more pre-
cise, which pays off when it is deployed in the argument laid out in the next section. 

16	 The concept of confidants is an adaptation of Caie’s (2018) concept of epistemic confidants, which he deploys in an independent —but not 
wholly unrelated— investigation on the limits of objective disagreement between agents who have common knowledge of each other’s do-
xastic state. One key difference is that, given my focus on rational action, I’m as much concerned about non-doxastic attitudes like desire 
than about doxastic ones like belief —my confidants not only believe the same but desire the same as well. 
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convergent: not only will they know each other’s beliefs and desires, but, to the extent that this is possible, they will gen-
erally believe and desire the same as each other too. 

There’s a great deal of simplification in the above story, some of which I’ll address in Section 6.3, but this much is 
enough for us to draw a few important conclusions. First, the degree to which the third-person attitudes of confidants 
can differ is minimal. Given their status as ideal reasoners and the fact that they will end up in possession of all the same 
evidence, it cannot be possible for them to harbour much disagreement about objective matters of fact (if any). Plausi-
bly, this holds as much for their third-person doxastic attitudes as it does for their third-person non-doxastic ones, at 
least to the extent that we may assume third-person desires (e.g. my desire that candidate A win the election) to be sub-
ject to similar rational constraints as their doxastic counterparts.17 Indeed, if we grant the assumption that all consider-
ations relevant to the adoption of third-person attitudes are of a type which can be unproblematically transmitted via 
communication among ideal rational peers, then it’s safe to say that confidants will just have the same third-person be-
liefs and desires as each other.

While the shareability of third-person attitudes shouldn’t pose too much of a problem, indexical attitudes make matters 
more complicated. So as not to beg the question against Privacy, we must be open to the possibility that confidants will 
differ in their indexical attitudes even if they don’t differ in their third-person ones. Still, proponents of both Symme-
try and Privacy can agree with the following: the indexical attitudes of confidants are maximally coordinated, where this 
roughly means that there’s a one-to-one mapping which takes attitudes expressible by one with ‘I’ to attitudes expressible 
by the other with ‘you’ (and vice-versa). If, for example, one believes ‘I am F’, the other believes ‘you are F’; if one has a de-
sire expressible as ‘I desire to travel abroad’, the other has a desire expressible as ‘I desire you to travel abroad’. And so on.

Thus, confidants have maximally coordinated indexical attitudes, i.e. attitudes which differ only by a systematic permu-
tation of indexically-encoded perspectives (‘I’ for ‘you’, ‘my’ for ‘your’, etc).18 Those sympathetic to Symmetry will be 
advised to hold that maximally coordinated indexical attitudes just are the same, after all, these will be attitudes towards 
the same thoughts. Proponents of Privacy, on the other hand, will deny that, claiming that maximally coordinated in-
dexical attitudes, as intimately related as they may be, are attitudes towards distinct thoughts. The dispute between 
Symmetry and Privacy can thus be reframed as a disagreement about whether maximally coordinated indexical atti-
tudes ought to, for the purposes of propositional attitude psychology, be identified or not. Granting that both camps 
accept that confidants have the same third-person attitudes, the deeper manifestation of their disagreement turns on 
whether we should take confidants to have all the same rational attitudes (third-personal and indexical) or not. This is 
the core rationale of the Asymmetry Argument, to which we now turn.

5.  The Asymmetry Argument

The Asymmetry Argument can be framed as a three-premise inference to the negation of Symmetry:

(1)	 Ideally rational agents cannot have all the same attitudes if they have distinct reasons [TWINS].

17	 Unfortunately, the literature on the limits of rational non-doxastic disagreement and interpersonal rational deliberation is scarce, so I mi-
ght be glossing over some important difficulties. To err on the side of caution, bear the following qualification in mind: even if rationality 
permits confidants to somehow differ in their third-person attitudes (e.g. maybe it’s just as rational to be a compatibilist than an incompa-
tibilist), it’s much less plausible that rationality could require confidants to so differ. If the only types of disagreement which confidants are 
permitted to harbour are ones which they have no rational obligation to harbour, then all the premises in the Asymmetry Argument (Sec-
tion 5) remain correct given some minimal precisifications, some of which I’ll address in Section 6.3. I’m grateful to Quentin Ruyant for 
pointing out some of these issues to me.

18	 Since I exclusively consider confidants who are in each other’s presence at a time, there’s no obvious reason to think that their other in-
dexical attitudes will be any different. I’ll come back to related issues in Section 6.3.
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(2)	 Some confidants have distinct reasons.
(3)	 If Symmetry is true, then confidants have all the same attitudes.

Therefore, Symmetry is false (from 1, 2, and 3).19 20

Since (1) and (3) have been initially motivated in Section 4, I now comment on (2) before turning to consider objec-
tions to each premise in Section 6. 

To establish (2), we need only a single case involving confidants who are motivated to act distinctly from each other. 
Purely general considerations show that this should be an easy task. Suppose, for example, that after completely pooling 
their information, two agents realise that something terrible will happen unless they immediately change the lightbulb 
above them, a task which requires one to hold the stairs for the other to climb it. Clearly, there’s a sense in which what 
they will have to do is different - the lightbulb won’t be changed unless they perform different sub-tasks. So, there’s a 
sense in which even cooperative agents who maximally agree with each other about what needs to be done and about 
how that ought to be done might be required to act distinctly.21 More generally, it’s a truism that cooperation often re-
quires coordination (of distinct actions), not imitation. Under the assumption that agents have distinct reasons when 
they’re not motivated to perform the same action, then the above is sufficient to support (2). 

Still, it’ll be helpful to have a concrete case in mind. Consider this familiar scenario from Perry (1977, p. 494):

Bear Attack: Ann and Bill are walking in the woods when a bear starts chasing Ann. Ann and 
Bill both realise that the bear is about to attack Ann (Ann thinks ‘I’m about to be attacked by 
a bear’ and Bob thinks ‘You’re about to be attacked by a bear’), and they both want to save Ann 
from the attack. They act differently. Ann curls up into a ball and plays dead. Bill, who witnesses 
the attack from a distance, runs to get help. (Adapted from Lin 2022, p. 2)

Bear Attack has been put to many uses in the literature. For present purposes, it should be seen as a case involving 
agents who, though broadly of one mind, act distinctly from each other (and rationally so). However, it’s one thing to 
say of two agents that they’re broadly in agreement with each other (or that they agree about everything that seems to 
be of present relevance) and another to say that they’re confidants. If Ann and Bob aren’t confidants, then their third-
person attitudes might differ in respects which, though seeming irrelevant at first sight, could possibly explain why they 
don’t react in the same way upon discovering the same fact (e.g. perhaps, as Lin (2022) suggests, Ann and Bill disa-
gree about what is the best action). If that were the case, then Bear Attack would be a completely uninteresting case: 
it would just illustrate how agents who agree about some things but disagree about others might react distinctly in the 
same circumstances. I’m not sure how tenable that hypothesis is (more on this in 6.2), but since I don’t have a princi-
pled way for demarcating which attitudes are relevant and irrelevant, I’ll simply evade it by stipulating that Ann and Bill 
are confidants. Suppose, then, that they spotted the bear right after leaving a communication chamber wherein they 
communicated in the manner proprietary of confidants. Among other things, they talked about how they ought to re-
act in various cases of bear attack, and even considered the very same scenario at which they found themselves later - 

19	 In elaborating the Asymmetry Argument, I’ve been influenced by many prior works. The argument’s roots arguably trace back to Perry 
(1977; 1979). More recently, related reasoning has been developed by Ninan (2016; 2021), García-Carpintero (2017), Valente (2018), 
Torre (2018), Torre & Weber (2021, 2022), Lin (2022), and Prosser (2005, 2023, 2025). Other works discussing the rational asym-
metries between different indexicals include: Stalnaker (2008), Recanati (2016, 2025), Verdejo (2017, 2019, 2020), Bozickovic (2021), 
Gray (2022).

20	 Does Privacy follow from the negation of Symmetry? A more comprehensive analysis of the Asymmetry Argument would have to con-
sider the alternative conclusion that first-person thoughts do not have absolute truth-values, and so, should be modelled as e.g. self-as-
cribed properties or centred contents (Lewis, 1979; also Ninan, 2016, 2021; Shaw 2019; Torre & Weber 2021, 2022). I discuss a related 
“relativistic” idea in 6.3.

21	 To be sure, there’s another sense in which what they ought to do is the same, namely, change the lightbulb. More on this in 6.2. 
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having whole-heartedly agreed that, were this scenario to become actual, then whoever is under attack would need to 
curl up into a ball while the other would run for help. With those assumptions in place, we can be sure that Ann and 
Bill’s reactions to the bear attack won’t be explainable by their having any conflicting attitudes towards any third-per-
son thought. Seen under this light, Bear Attack effectively becomes an example of confidants who have distinct reasons. 
This concludes my case for (2). 

6.  Against Asymmetry

In the following, I look into objections to each of the Asymmetry Argument’s premises.

6.1.  Against (1)

(1), i.e. TWINS, is susceptible to at least two types of criticism. First, one may argue that reasons do not super-
vene solely on attitudes. Second, one may accept the supervenience of reasons on attitudes at the intra-personal level 
(CHANGES) while denying that it must also hold inter-personally (TWINS).

Consider the hypothesis that reasons not only supervene on agents’ attitudes but also on something else. What could 
that something else be? A natural candidate is what the agent is capable of doing, that is, which actions they can in prin-
ciple perform. If so, then agents of the same mind might have distinct reasons due to differing in the actions which are 
available to each of them (Cappelen & Dever, 2013, pp. 49-56).22 I think this proposal has already been successfully 
refuted (e.g. Valente, 2018; Torre, 2018; Lin, 2022), but rehearsing those arguments can still be worthwhile, for they 
point to a general reason to be sceptical of any structurally similar proposal.

For starters, consider confidants x and y in each other’s presence at an arbitrary time, both of whom know that x has a 
reason to perform action α at that time, that x is capable of performing α, and that y is not so capable (perhaps due to 
physical limitations, lack of know-how, etc). Given the plausible assumption that no ideally rational subject can have a 
reason to perform an action which they judge impossible for them to perform, it follows that y does not have the same 
reason as x, i.e. a reason to perform α. So, a defender of Symmetry could suggest, the fact that x and y differ in their ca-
pacity to perform α could by itself explain why they have distinct reasons compatibly with the assumption that they 
have all the same attitudes (contra TWINS).

To see what is wrong with that hypothesis, imagine that, unbeknownst to both x and y, whatever impediments were the 
reason for y’s being incapable of performing α had somehow been eliminated from their case. For example, if α were the 
action of calling the police and only x could perform it because only his phone had service, then what we should imag-
ine is that, unbeknownst to x and y, service had just been restored to y’s phone. For another example, if α were the ac-
tion of clapping one’s hands and y could not do it due to being handcuffed, then we suppose that y’s handcuffs had 
magically just been unlocked. Would these changes in y’s practical capacities entail corresponding changes in y’s rea-
sons? Plausibly, they would not, for y would still wrongly but rationally believe that she cannot perform α, and we have 
supposed that an ideally rational agent cannot have a reason to do what she thinks is impossible for her to do. This is 
enough to motivate a fairly general claim, namely, that our reasons are only sensitive to facts about what we can do in-
termediately via being sensitive to our beliefs about what we can do. As I hope is clear enough, this is just to concede 
that agents’ reasons do in fact supervene only on their attitudes, exactly as TWINS proclaims.

22	 Interestingly, the hypothesis under consideration is reminiscent of proposals by authors who notoriously are sceptical of the significance of 
‘I’ and irreducibly indexical thoughts (Cappelen & Dever, 2013; Magidor, 2015). It would be surprising if the shareability of first-person 
thoughts turned out to depend on an argument frequently associated to so-called de se scepticism. This would suggest that the shareability 
of first-person thoughts is at odds with their having distinctive essentially indexical or first-personal features.
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For an objection, one might raise the hypothesis that α is a type of action which can in principle only be performed 
by x - perhaps because the logical form of that action is something like the action that x performs α. I’m not sure if this 
proposal is as much as coherent in and of itself; in any case, it certainly should not get sympathies from a defender of 
Symmetry. For one thing, it effectively appears to invite a notion of privacy to the realm of actions in a way that dan-
gerously resembles how a proponent of Privacy applies that notion to a subset of thoughts. Indeed, both the hypoth-
esis under consideration and Privacy share the assumption that a fundamental element of propositional attitude psy-
chology and inferential reasoning is private, disagreeing only about whether this element pertains more closely to the 
reasoning’s premises (thoughts) or to their outcomes (actions). Second, even if we granted the assumption that α is 
an action performable only by x, the same reasoning as in the previous paragraph could be used to show that y could 
have a reason to perform α if she wrongly but rationally believed that she is x. Just like agents’ reasons don’t seem to be 
sensitive to brute facts about what they can do (as opposed to their attitudes about what they can do), they also don’t 
seem to be sensitive to brute facts about their identity (as opposed to their attitudes about who they are). More gener-
ally, for any candidate type of fact on which agents’ reasons might additionally supervene, it seems possible to tweak 
the relevant agents’ attitudes about these facts in such a way as to show that, ultimately, their reasons exclusively su-
pervene on their attitudes.

For an alternative, and perhaps more radical, challenge against TWINS, one could argue that the supervenience of rea-
sons on attitudes holds only for a single agent, not for multiple ones (Hunter 2017; Hunter 2022, pp. 157-9). In our 
terminology, the hypothesis is that we can adequately accommodate what Bermúdez calls a basic tenet of propositional 
attitude psychology by accepting CHANGES while rejecting TWINS. I believe that the structural analogy between 
TWINS and CHANGES is enough to show that this “mixed” strategy is untenable: why would time-slices of a single 
agent be different from multiple agents with regards to the independence between their reasons and their attitudes? In 
any case, I’ll advance a more general challenge to anyone aiming to save Symmetry by means of this strategy. In a nut-
shell, my point is that acceptance of CHANGES can by itself give rise to an argument for a type of thought unshare-
ability that in many ways resembles the workings of the Asymmetry Argument. With one exception, however: the new 
argument concerns temporally indexical thoughts, not first-personal ones.

To recap, CHANGES says that one’s reasons cannot change if one’s attitudes remain the same. Well, either it’s possi-
ble for all of an agent’s attitudes to remain the same from a time to another or it’s not. If it’s not, then it’s because there 
are attitudes which by their very nature cannot be retained across time, a conclusion which will invariably motivate the 
introduction of thoughts that are temporally private, i.e. apprehensible only at some times. Presumably, this wouldn’t 
sit well with any defence of Symmetry, so, instead suppose that an agent’s later self could in principle have retained all 
of her earlier self’s attitudes. A good candidate example would be an idealised agent with flawless memory who does 
nothing from a moment to another but track the passage of time in a wholly predictable way (think of someone watch-
ing their favourite movie for the hundredth time and thinking in succession, e.g. ‘the bad guy will soon be killed’, ‘the 
bad guy is being killed now’, ‘the bad guy has just been killed’; Titelbaum 2013, p. 232). Now, notice how the intimate 
relationship between this agent’s time-slices’ attitudes resembles that between the attitudes of confidants: intuitively, 
they’re just the same attitudes modulo a shift in their indexically-encoded perspectives - e.g. across time, ‘soon’ gets 
switched for ‘now’, across agents, ‘you’ gets switched for ‘I’, etc. Finally, notice that a single agent’s reasons can change 
even when her attitudes shift only in this minimal sense. For example, suppose that the movie-watcher has a ritual 
where she always claps when the bad guy falls dead on the floor. She would then have a reason to clap when she thinks 
‘the bad guy has fallen dead [now]’ but not when she earlier thought ‘the bad guy will soon fall dead’. Absent reasons to 
think that her attitudes have changed in any other way over and above being temporally shifted —e.g. the switch from 
thinking of the bad guy’s death as present instead of future—, the change in her reasons will ultimately require distin-
guishing between temporally indexical attitudes expressed with distinct indexicals even when coordinated via flawless 
tracking to the passage of time. 

The argument above can be framed in a way that highlights its structural similarity to the Asymmetry Argument. Let 
Synchrony stand to temporally indexical thoughts as Symmetry stands to first-person ones (i.e. both principles stating 
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that the corresponding type of indexical thoughts are shareable across times/time-slices or agents). The Asynchrony Ar-
gument then is: 

(1*) CHANGES [an ideally rational agent’s reasons cannot change if their attitudes remain the 
same].

(2*) An agents’ reasons can change even when she does nothing but perfectly keep track of the 
passage of time in a wholly predictable way.

(3*) If Synchrony holds, then the attitudes of an agent who does nothing but perfectly keep track 
of the passage of time in a wholly predictable way remain all the same.

Therefore, Synchrony does not hold (from 1*, 2*, and 3*)

I hope it is easy to see that the Asynchrony Argument supports the (temporal) privacy of temporally indexical thoughts 
in virtually the same way as the Asymmetry Argument supports the privacy of first-person ones. However, it’s hard to 
see how one could have a good rationale for defending Symmetry independently of a more general ambition to vindi-
cate the shareability of thoughts as a whole. If that’s right, then there’s no promise for a mixed strategy which minimises 
the damage of rejecting TWINS on the basis of accepting CHANGES. Either both principles must be taken on board 
—in which case one ought to challenge the arguments’ other premises— or both must be rejected —contrary to a basic 
tenet of propositional attitude psychology, namely, that reasons supervene on attitudes both for a single agent and for 
multiple ones. 

6.2.  Against (2)

According to (2), some confidants have distinct reasons. As we’ve seen, (2) can be supported by general considerations 
having to do with cooperative action as well as by looking into particular cases like Bear Attack. Given the simplicity of 
these arguments, it strikes me as the most difficult premise to deny. One way to do so is to question our intuitive ver-
dicts about sameness of action and, as a consequence, about sameness of reasons. 

No doubt there’s a sense in which Ann and Bob do not act alike in Bear Attack. However, there might also be a plausi-
ble sense in which they do so, after all, both act in light of a common goal —e.g. protecting Ann from the bear attack. If 
asked to explain why they acted as they did, for example, both could give similar answers: ‘to protect Ann/her/myself’. 
So, who is it to say that the concept of action and reasons relevant for propositional attitude psychology is one which, 
applied to Bear Attack, entails that Ann and Bob act distinctly as opposed to alike, or have distinct reasons as opposed 
to the same ones?

Bermúdez (pp. 48-9, pp. 105-6) makes a few observations that point towards the reasoning outlined above. The context 
is a critical discussion of Perry (1977), who Bermúdez charges of confusing between intentional actions and the bodily 
movements via which they are implemented: 

Perry is assuming that if our bodies move in comparable ways then we are behaving in the same 
way [...] But psychological explanations explain actions rather than bodily movements, and ac-
tions are (at least partially) individuated by their goal. From this perspective it is not obvious that 
my rolling up in a ball is the same action as your rolling up in a ball. (Bermúdez, 2017a, p. 48-9)

One of Bermúdez’s point which strikes me as clearly correct is that the concept of intentional action relevant to prop-
ositional attitude psychology admits of distinct action-types having tokens which look just like one another, as plausi-
bly the case when the relevant tokens have radically distinct goals (e.g. an agent walking home might look just like an-
other performing a contemporary dance piece). However, Bermúdez’s contention that actions ought (at least partially) 
to be individuated by their goal suggests more than that, namely, that action-tokens which are radically unalike can be 
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grouped under the same type when they have the same goal. This more general point is echoed in further remarks by 
Bermúdez elsewhere in his book: 

What I am doing is saving myself from the bear. This action-type can have other tokens, such as, 
for example, my shooting the bear. (p. 57)

The real issue [...] is not who is performing the action, but what the goal of the action is. What 
matters for the thought that I myself am being pursued by a bear is that it should give rise to ac-
tions with the aim of extricating me from my predicament. Those might be actions that I per-
form —standing my ground and making noise (recommended), or running away (not recom-
mended). Or they might be actions that someone else could perform —distracting the bear or 
attacking it with bear spray. (Bermúdez, 2017a, p. 105)

On one way of reading the above, Bermúdez’s suggestion is that, for the purposes of propositional attitude psychology, 
we neither need to differentiate the actions performed by Ann and Bob nor their underlying motivating reasons. Re-
gardless of the oddity of saying that Ann’s curling up into a ball and Bob’s running for help are tokens of the same ac-
tion-type, I don’t think this is an absurd claim. Still, absurd or not, it cannot suffice to motivate the rejection of (2).

A general hypothesis suggested by Bermúdez’s remarks is that confidants need not be attributed distinct reasons be-
cause, though there might be superficial differences in how they act, their acting in light of the same goal entails that 
their actions (and reasons) can appropriately be grouped under the same type. An initial question is: how should goals 
be individuated (and why should that be easier than individuating actions/reasons)? Surely, if one is creative enough, 
one can readily find a general enough action-type under which to group any two arbitrary action-tokens that have little 
to do with each other. And surely, in the absence of a more precise theory of goal individuation, one’s creativity will al-
low one to readily do the same for agents’ goals as well. One then wonders whether shifting from action/reason-talk to 
goals-talk will be much of an improvement.

Another question is whether propositional attitude psychology sits well with the grouping together of action-tokens 
whenever they have the same goal. One obvious issue with that idea is that it would restrict the scope of psychological 
generalisations in a dramatic way, entailing that whatever differences there are between, for example, Ann and Bob’s re-
actions to the approaching bear, cannot be given an explanation in attitudinal terms. In other words, Ann and Bob’s 
attitudes would at most allow us to explain why their goal is to protect Ann whilst being completely silent about why 
Ann ought to do so by curling up into a ball and Bob, by running for help. This conflicts with the general idea that, in 
practical reasoning, an agent’s attitudes stand to their actions just like the premises of a theoretical inference stand to 
its conclusion.23 To spin the same point in yet another way: if the practical implications of being in Ann’s attitudinal 
state were the same as that of being in Bob’s, then their attitudinal states would underdetermine whether they ought to 
curl up into a ball or to run for help. How, then, could Ann rationally explain why she curled up into a ball as opposed 
to running for help if even a full disclosure of her attitudinal state wouldn’t justify anything more specific than that she 
ought act with the goal of protecting Ann from the bear? 

To be sure, all the above is compatible with Bermúdez’s fair remark that any sufficiently interesting concept of inten-
tional action must be compatible with there being permissible variations on the manner in which it can be performed. 
Perhaps we wouldn’t need to say that Ann acted distinctly if, instead of curling up into a ball head first, she started by 
curling up her legs. However, this weaker claim is surely not enough to entail anything as strong as the type-identity be-
tween Ann and Bob’s actions. I’m also tempted to agree with Bermúdez that no two action-tokens, however similar to 
each other, ought to be grouped under the same type if they uncontroversially have distinct goals (at least not when our 
primary concern is attitudinal explanations of action; cf. Evans, 1982, p. 203-4). But this is compatible with there some-
times being a need to distinguish between action-tokens which, intuitively, have the same goal, and so, to attribute dis-

23	 As I read him, Bermúdez (p. 47) explicitly endorses this general idea and goes as far as deploying it in an argument against Perry.
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tinct reasons to agents even when their actions are perfectly orchestrated as part of a joint plan. If so, then (2) remains 
in good-standing.

6.3.  Against (3)

Since (3) involves a particular interpretation of what the shareability of first-person thoughts entails, it looks like the 
most promising target for proponents of Symmetry. To recap, (3) holds that, if Symmetry is true, then confidants have 
all the same attitudes. I take (3) to follow from the following four premises:

(ii)	 Two agents have all the same attitudes if and only if they apprehend all the same thoughts and adopt the same atti-
tude-types towards them

(iii)	If Symmetry is true, then confidants apprehend all the same first-person thoughts and adopt the same attitude-
types towards them

(iv)	Confidants apprehend all the same third-person thoughts and adopt the same attitude-types towards them 
(v)	 Attitudes are either third-person or first-person

Therefore, if Symmetry is true, then confidants have all the same attitudes.

Given the above, a defender of Symmetry is advised to challenge at least one of the four premises supporting (3). For ease 
of exposition, let’s focus on those two attitudes of Ann and Bob which most see as the most relevant in Bear Attack:

(AA): Ann’s attitude expressible as ‘I am about to be attacked by a bear’

(AB): Bob’s attitude expressible as ‘you are about to be attacked by a bear’24

(i) can be challenged by arguing that there’s more to sharing an attitude than adopting the same attitude-type towards 
the same thought. For example, attitudes like belief might be triples involving the attitude-type of belief, a thought, and 
some third-ingredient under which the thought is believed (e.g. a mode of presentation, perspective, guise, etc).25 If so, 
then AA and AB might be equal with respect to the first two elements while differing in their third one. Alternatively, 
one might accept that attitudes are pairs of attitude-types and thoughts but deny (ii) by holding that coarse-grained at-
titude-types such as belief and desire are too simplistic, and so, must give way to fine-grained attitude-types which cor-
respond to different ways of believing and desiring the same thought.26 For example, AA and AB might differ because 
the former involves a first-person type of belief but not the latter. Clearly, both strategies are structurally analogous in 
an important sense: they attempt to save Symmetry by holding that AA and AB are different attitudes regardless of in-
volving the same thought. For this very reason, both strategies suffer from the same problem with respect to their com-
patibility with Symmetry.

Suppose AA and AB are different attitudes due to the denial of either (i) or (ii). Faced with this objection, a proponent 
of Privacy might ask: but are attitudes shareable or private on this new view under consideration? Surely, a defender of 
Symmetry must hold that they’re shareable, for any view where some attitudes can in principle only be held by some 
agents is anathema to the spirit of thought shareability. But if they are, then it must in principle be possible for Bob to 
have AA in Bear Attack (and Ann to have AB). By assumption, Bob doesn’t have AA. Furthermore, he’s maximally ra-

24	 Though AA and AB are doxastic attitudes, my reasoning below could have equally been framed in terms of non-doxastic indexical atti-
tudes like desire. 

25	 The view under consideration is reminiscent of Perry’s (1977) and has been recently developed by Prosser (2025). Since Perry is one of 
Bermúdez’s (p. 46-50) main targets of criticism, it’s fair to assume that he’s not the least sympathetic to it.

26	 A similar idea is elaborated for temporally indexical attitudes by Shaw (2019). 
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tional. So, the reason why Bob doesn’t have AA is because it would have been irrational for him to do so. If that’s the 
case, then rationality appears to require Ann to have AA while forbidding Bob to do so. Given that they’re confidants, 
this can only be because the rationality of holding an attitude towards a thought is an agent-relative matter which can 
vary across agents even when all else remains the same. In other words, the proposals are committed to:

Relativism: though confidants could in principle have all the same attitudes towards the same 
thoughts, it could be irrational for them to do so. 

Whatever the merits of this principle, I’m confident that Relativism undercuts the fundamental motivation for any-
one aiming to defend Symmetry in the first place, and so, has no place in a view which emphasises the shareability of 
thoughts. To see why, suppose that Relativism is true, and so, that Ann and Bob apprehend the same indexical thoughts 
as each other regardless of being required to do it in distinct ways. Now, consider: why would the shareability of thoughts 
allowed by that type of view amount to a vindication of Symmetry over Privacy as opposed to a pyrrhic victory? 

My worry is that a proponent of Privacy would be justified in taking the conjunction of Symmetry and Relativism 
(henceforth, Symmetry-Relativism) as, at best, a close cousin to their own view, at worst, a notational variant thereof. 
For one thing, defenders of Privacy and of Symmetry-Relativism agree that Ann and Bob cannot rationally share AA 
and AB —be this because AA and AB involve private thoughts or because they involve thoughts which, though share-
able, cannot rationally be apprehended in the same way by anyone. If they disagree at all, they do so only with respect to 
whether AA and AB involve the same thought. But it’s not clear whether this purported disagreement amount to any-
thing substantial. Having rejected the standard view according to which attitudes are pairs of coarse-grained attitude-
types and thoughts, the defender of Symmetry-Relativism doesn’t appear to mean anything by, ‘AA and AB involve 
the same thought’, over and above the claim that Ann’s holding AA and Bob’s holding AB involves them apprehend-
ing thoughts which could exemplify a successful instance of knowledge transmission via testimony. However, as we’ve 
seen in Section 3, this is a claim that a proponent of Privacy will be more than happy to embrace. A defender of Sym-
metry-Relativism might retort that her view fares better due to eschewing any hint of privacy in propositional attitude 
psychology. But her opponent could simply point out that Relativism does introduce a type of privacy, after all, it at-
tributes a sort of agent-relativity to the rationality of holding an attitude which obviously resembles the asymmetry in 
the conditions of thoughts’ apprehension countenanced by Privacy. Against this, proponents of Symmetry-Relativism 
might insist that they’re the only ones able to maintain that attitudes expressed with ‘you’ and ‘I’ like AA and AB might 
literally be said to be attitudes towards the same thought. However, they can do so only by accepting that this true share-
able thought is not one which Ann and Bob can be said to believe in the same way. Surely, the proponent of Privacy 
will exclaim, “ways of believing a thought” are neither less nor more mysterious theoretical posits than their favoured 
private thoughts. Furthermore, Symmetry-Relativism is committed to there being attitudes which, though accessi-
ble to anyone in principle, are not rationally accessible to everyone. Indeed, the proponent of Symmetry-Relativism’s 
claim that Ann and Bob could in principle share AA and AB —though not rationally— reminds me of W. W. Jacobs’ 
horror story The Monkey’s Paw, where a man who asks a demon for £200 is granted his wish only through receiving 
the insurance compensation for the sudden death of his loved one. Shareable, yes, but at what cost?

Finally, one who defends Symmetry-Relativism will still be hard-pressed to explain how the rationality of holding an 
attitude could be agent-relative in that sense. If AA is a doxastic attitude towards a true thought which Ann would be 
irrational not to hold, then, presumably, Ann’s holding AA amounts to her being in possession of a piece of knowledge. 
But since Bob would be irrational for holding AA, then Bob’s having AA could not amount to his being in possession 
of a piece of knowledge - for how could rationality forbid Bob from having knowledge? This is indication that Symme-
try-Relativism will ultimately turn out to be committed to a particularly nasty form of epistemic relativism wherein 
some pieces of knowledge are in principle accessible only to particular agents. How can any similar conclusion be an ac-
ceptable corollary of Symmetry, a view predicated on the need to vindicate the objectivity and shareability of thoughts 
across multiple perspectives?
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In summary, by rejecting (i) or (ii), the proponent of Symmetry will have to buy onto Relativism. As a consequence, 
they will ultimately have to accept that propositional attitude psychology and knowledge are infused with a degree of 
agent-relativity that at the very least is as worrisome as any implications of postulating private thoughts. I take all this to 
suggest that Symmetry-Relativism and Privacy’s purported disagreement on the shareability of first-person thoughts is 
less substantial than it might initially appear. If so, then the denial of (i) and (ii) is less a way to save Symmetry than of 
conceding that distinct agents cannot in principle adopt the same attitudes towards the same thoughts, as proponents 
of Privacy have been defending all along, though not in these exact terms.

Let us now consider (iii) and (iv). To deny (iii), one must hold that confidants can differ in their third-person attitudes. On 
a weaker reading, the claim is that confidants are rationally permitted to hold conflicting attitudes towards some of the same 
third-person thoughts. On the stronger reading, they not only have permission to disagree but are required to do so. I take 
the stronger reading to be strongly implausible. Even those with highly permissive views of rationality are careful in saying 
that, due to evidential underdetermination or related phenomena, a single body of evidence might permit more than a single 
attitude towards the same thought. However, if confidants are permitted (but not required to) harbour third-person disa-
greements, then they are equally permitted to agree about these same matters. Thus, we need only stipulate that, through ra-
tional deliberation, confidants like Ann and Bob have decided to adopt a fully conciliatory approach to any matters about 
which rationality is permissive, and so, have preempted the possibility of their ever making different choices in cases where 
rationality allowed them multiple options. In any case, it’s just immediately implausible that Ann and Bob’s distinct ac-
tions in Bear Attack are the product of their holding permissibly distinct attitudes towards a single third-person thought; 
the fact that they ought to act differently from each other is plausibly not a product of a decision which they could rationally 
have not taken —it’s just an inevitable consequence of their need to coordinate their actions in light of their shared goal. So, 
there’s no reason to think that permissible disagreements might underlie Ann and Bob’s distinct actions.

Finally, one might deny (iv) by holding that some attitudes are neither third-person nor first-person. This would allow 
one to hold that Ann and Bob don’t have the same attitudes regardless of having the same third-person and first-per-
son ones. But which other attitudes could those be? One hypothesis is that they differ in their demonstrative attitudes, 
those naturally expressible using ‘this’ or ‘that’. However, we may simply stipulate that Ann and Bob are acquainted 
with all the same objects, and so, able to demonstratively pick out the same things as one another. Of course, a defender 
of Symmetry won’t find solace in that view once defended by Bertrand Russell whereby we can only be directly ac-
quainted with ourselves and the inner objects of our own consciousness. This view would surely entail that Ann and 
Bob don’t have the same demonstrative attitudes, but only in detriment to the shareability of demonstrative thoughts. 

Alternatively, one might raise the hypothesis that the relevant difference between Ann and Bob lies in their being in dis-
tinct perceptual states. For example, Ann might be seeing the approaching bear’s face while Bob can only see its back. 
Surely, this cannot be the whole explanation of why they act differently from each other. In any case, we might circum-
vent this complication by tweaking Bear Attack in such a way as to minimise any perceptual discrepancies between the 
agents (e.g. picture Ann and Bob in a sensory deprivation chamber, being telepathically informed that something hor-
rible will happen unless Ann mentally counts from 1 to 20, and Bob mentally counts from 20 to 1). Additionally, one 
might take their relevant difference to be a matter of their emotions or affective states, after all, isn’t Ann bound to be 
much more scared of the approaching bear than Bob is? That might be so, but cannot we easily come up with a boring 
case involving confidants who ought to act differently due only to their sense of duty, and so, who comply with their rea-
sons in the utmost blasé manner?27 There surely are other hypotheses I could consider —e.g. their values, their prefer-
ences, their habits, their tastes— but I take the above to sufficiently justify the conclusion which from the outset struck 
me as the most intuitive one, namely, that Ann and Bob act differently from each other because of asymmetries in their 
attitudes expressible with ‘you’ and ‘I’, those very asymmetries which a proponent of Privacy is well-positioned to accom-
modate by taking some of them as targeting private thoughts which can only be apprehended by their very owners. 

27	 The irrelevance of perceptual and emotional discrepancies in Bear Attack has been, correctly in my view, pointed out by Gray (2022).
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7.  Conclusion

I have claimed that the shareability of first-person thoughts doesn’t sit well with the rational asymmetries between ‘you’ 
and ‘I’ showcased by the Asymmetry Argument. Given that confidants, agents whose attitudes agree with one anoth-
er’s to the maximal degree, can have distinct motivating reasons for action, it seems that we have no better way to ex-
plain how that is possible without accepting that thoughts and attitudes are subject to some degree of privacy and un-
shareability. In that context, Privacy emerges as a natural candidate to account for the relevant data: since first-person 
thoughts are private, then even confidants will differ in which first-person attitudes they hold. I looked into multiple 
ways for trying to make Symmetry compatible with these findings, but none turned out to be ultimately tenable. Some 
saddled Symmetry with the rejection of a basic tenet of propositional attitude psychology (6.1), some with an implausi-
ble picture of how actions and reasons ought to be individuated (6.2), and others with an unstable commitment to Rel-
ativism which appears anathema to the idea that ‘you’ and ‘I’ can underly the holding of the same attitude (6.3). I might 
have failed to identify a further sense in which the shareability of first-person thoughts would both be philosophically 
significant and incompatible with Privacy, but I expect to have said enough to show that the burden of proof lies on de-
fenders of Symmetry’s side. For the time being, my conclusion is that either we must accept that first-person thoughts 
are private or accept that they are only are shareable in a weak sense which any defender of Privacy could be happy to 
embrace. If I’m right, then the thesis that first-person thoughts are shareable is either false or uninteresting.28
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ABSTRACT:  Pretheoretically, our senses give us immediate access to the world around us. Perceptual demon-
stratives (e.g. uttering “that is a bottle” while pointing at a bottle) seem to directly refer to their intended referents. 
Should we explain such referential directness by perceptual immediacy? Bermúdez (2000) argues that we should, and 
offers a powerful theory of immediate and mediate perception (Naturalized sense-datum theory) to explain how. He 
also argues that a different but influential theory of immediate and mediate perception (that found in traditional 
sense-datum theory) cannot explain referential directness by perceptual immediacy. I argue that his criticisms fail in 
instructive ways. Following this I assess the extent to which Bermúdez’s theory can explain a critical perceptual chal-
lenge, that of explaining the experiential similarities between perceptual experiences with varying degrees of veridical-
ity. I argue that Bermúdez’s theory can only meet this challenge by embracing a veil of perception akin to that of his 
opponent – something he sought to avoid. Before concluding, I present the underlying framework of this debate de-
void from any appeal to sense-datum theories. The reason is because that framework has considerable power and rel-
evance to a number of contemporary issues in philosophy of perception.

Palabras clave

Percepción directa 
Percepción indirecta 
Percepción inmediata 
Percepción mediata 
Demostrativos 
Demostrativos perceptuales 
Demostración diferida 
Ostensión 
Creencia perceptiva 
Teoría de datos sensoriales 
Teoría naturalizada de datos 
sensoriales

RESUMEN:  Preteóricamente, nuestros sentidos nos proporcionan acceso inmediato al mundo que nos rodea. Los 
demostrativos perceptuales (e.g. proferir «Eso es una botella» mientras se señala una botella) parecen referir directa-
mente a sus referentes. ¿Deberíamos explicar este carácter directo de su referencia por su inmediatez perceptiva? Ber-
múdez (2000) defiende que sí, y ofrece una poderosa teoría de la percepción inmediata y mediata para explicar cómo 
(la teoría de los datos sensoriales naturalizados). También sostiene que otra teoría distinta, pero influyente, de la per-
cepción inmediata y mediata (la que se encuentra en la teoría tradicional de datos sensoriales) no puede explicar el 
carácter directo de la referencia por su inmediatez perceptiva. En este trabajo, argumento que sus críticas fallan de 
manera instructiva. A continuación, evalúo en qué medida la teoría de Bermúdez puede explicar un desafío perceptual 
crítico: explicar las semejanzas experienciales entre experiencias perceptivas con diferentes grados de veracidad. Argu-
mento que la teoría de Bermúdez solo puede abordar este desafía adoptando un velo de la percepción similar al de su 
oponente – algo que intentaba evitar. Antes de concluir, presento el marco subyacente a este debate, desprovisto de 
menciones a las teorías de datos sensoriales. La razón para esto es porque este marco tiene un poder considerable y re-
sulta relevante para una serie de cuestiones contemporáneas en filosofía de la percepción. 
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Gako-hitzak

Zuzeneko pertzepzioa 
Zeharkako pertzepzioa 
Berehalako pertzepzioa 
Pertzepzio bitartekotua 
Erakusleak 
Pertzepziozko erakusleak 
Frogantza geroratua 
Ostentsioa 
Pertzepziozko ustea 
Zentzumen-datuen teoria 
Zentzumen-datuen teoria na-
turalizatua

LABURPENA:  Ikuspegi teoriko ororen aurretik, gure zentzumenek zuzenean jartzen gaituzte inguratzen gaituen 
munduarekin harremanetan. Badirudi pertzepziozko erakusleak (adibidez, «Hori botila bat da» esatea botila bat 
seinalatuz) zuzenean erreferentzia egiten ari zaizkiela adierazi nahi diren erreferenteei. Azaldu behar al genuke zu-
zentasun erreferentzial hori pertzepziozko berehalakotasunaren bitartez? Bermúdezek (2000) baietz dio, eta, nola 
azaltzeko, pertzepzio berehalako eta bitartekotuaren teoria sendo bat eskaintzen du: zentzumen-datuen teoria na-
turalizatua. Halaber dio pertzepzio berehalako eta bitartekotuaren beste teoria eragin handiko batek (zentzumen-
datuen teoria tradizionalekoak) ezin duela azaldu zuzentasun erreferentziala pertzepziozko berehalakotasunaren 
bitartez. Argudiatzen dut haren kritikek modu esanguratsuan huts egiten dutela. Ondoren, ebaluatuko dut zer neu-
rritan azaldu dezakeen Bermúdezen teoriak pertzepziozko erronka erabakigarri bat: egiazkotasun-maila desberdine-
tako pertzepziozko esperientzien artean dauden esperientziazko antzekotasunak azaltzeari dagokiona. Argudiatuko 
dut Bermúdezen teoriak aurkariarenaren pareko pertzepziozko belo bat onartuz bakarrik gaindi dezakeela erronka 
hori, bera hori saihesten ahalegindu zen arren. Amaitu aurretik, eztabaida honen azpiko markoa aurkeztuko dut, 
zentzumen-datuen teorien aipurik gabe. Arrazoia da marko horrek indar eta garrantzi handia duela gaur egungo per-
tzepzioaren filosofiako zenbait auzitarako.

How direct or immediate is our access to the physical world? It seems undeniable that perception is our most basic epis-
temic and informational route to the physical world. Thoughts and speech can be about the physical world, but when 
they are, their accuracy relies on what we see, hear, and touch in the world. Perception is our most basic route. How 
direct or immediate is our perceptual access to the physical world? The twentieth century was largely dominated by a 
view, sense-datum theory, according to which our perceptual access to the world is mediated by the perception of non-
physical mind-dependent objects. Many today find this unpalatable. This also seems to conflict with a kind of direct-
ness in thought and speech that we arguably can have about physical objects. When I look at a bottle and think or say 
‘That is a bottle’, ‘that’ seems to directly refer to that object. How can such referential directness be explained, if percep-
tion of the physical world is mediated? We can turn this question on its head: ideally, shouldn’t we explain such refer-
ential directness by our ability to immediately perceive the physical world, particularly given that perception affords our 
most basic access to that world? If so, what might such an account look like?

That is the topic of Bermúdez (2000).1 His proposed solution posits a tight explanatory connection between percep-
tual immediacy and direct demonstrative thought or belief. However, he argues, while we cannot immediately perceive 
physical objects, we can immediately perceive their front-facing surfaces. He calls the view Naturalized sense datum the-
ory (NSD). My interest in this topic is twofold. First, I think the issues just outline are foundational, and have not re-
ceived enough attention in recent years. I thus wish to demonstrate their contemporary interest. Second, while there are 
many merits to Bermúdez’s account, I think his argument fails, and that NSD is ultimately forced to accept a kind of 
veil of perception that he sought to avoid. Thus, overall, I defend a veil of perception, but in a way that explains how we 
can directly refer to physical objects via perceptual demonstratives. 

I proceed as follows. I first describe and defend the proposed connection between immediate perception and direct 
demonstrative reference (section 1) and then outline Bermúdez’s overall argument for NSD (section 2). Following 
this, I explain and motivate Bermúdez’s NSD (section 3), and why he thinks traditional sense datum theory (SDT) 
cannot explain direct demonstrative reference (section 4). I then respond to his critique of SDT (section 5). That 
completes my critique of Bermúdez’s overall argument, the upshot of which is that there are different, viable concep-
tions of immediate perception that can be used to explain how we directly demonstrate physical objects. I take this 
to be of value on its own. In the rest of this paper, I examine the extent to which NSD can address The Problem of 
Perception. The reason is because a balanced debate between NSD and SDT theorists requires consideration, not 

1	 All references to Bermúdez are to his (2000) unless otherwise specified.
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only of a NSD-friendly phenomenon like perceptual demonstratives, but also of a SDT-friendly one like The Prob-
lem of Perception.

The Problem of Perception is the challenge of explaining the differences between veridical, illusory, and hallucinatory 
perceptions while respecting the fact that these disparate types of perceptions can be subjectively indistinguishable. 
This is a foundational perceptual problem in its own right. It is particularly important in a discussion about percep-
tual immediacy and different versions of sense datum theory, because sense datum theory is (rightly) regarded as offer-
ing a powerful, though controversial, solution to this problem. I argue, however, that NSD cannot solve The Problem 
of Perception, and that The Problem creates an internal tension for NSD that is difficult to resolve (section 6). I then 
consider a resolution by adding nonconceptual content to NSD, nonconceptual content being something that Bermú-
dez (alongside others) has done much to articulate and defend (section 7). Bringing nonconceptual content to bear on 
these issues is also of interest because nonconceptual content has many current advocates. I argue that this addition can 
indeed solve The Problem of Perception, but at the cost of reverting to a kind of perceptual veil that NSD sought to 
avoid. The upshot of this part of the paper is therefore that NSD cannot, in the end, avoid a veil of perception. I briefly 
connect this discussion to the recent interest in naïve realism, which offers yet another conception of immediate per-
ception (section 8). In the penultimate section (section 9), I lay bare the underlying framework of this discussion, di-
vorced from the constraints of sense-datum theories (SDT and NSD). I indicate how this framework has numerous un-
explored applications, and then offer a brief conclusion. 

What I hope to convince readers of is the importance of examining perceptual immediacy and perceptual media-
tion, both on their own and in relation to directness in thought and speech. Bermúdez’s Naturalized sense datum 
theory provides a fascinating means of facilitating this discussion. Following Bermúdez, I focus on visual perception 
throughout.

1.  The Reference Constraint

The notion of “indirect” or “mediated” perception has a long, distinguished history, with numerous philosophers ar-
guing that we “directly” or “immediately” perceive ideas or sensations and “indirectly” or “mediately” perceive the sur-
rounding physical world. Following Bermúdez (see also e.g. Jackson, 1977; Snowdon, 1992), I distinguish between an 
epistemic and a perceptual version of this distinction. To start:

Perceptual distinction: When one perceives something O by virtue of perceiving something 
else, one mediately perceives O. When a perception of a thing isn’t mediated, it is immediate. 

Epistemological distinction: Beliefs about perceptions that are fully justified by those percep-
tions are direct perceptual beliefs, and those that are not indirect perceptual beliefs.2

The perceptual distinction applies to perceptual states on their own, and the epistemological distinction is centred on 
the kinds of justification that perceptual states can provide for perceptual beliefs. The former is about the structure or 
metaphysics of perceptual states themselves, and the latter is about how perceptual states feed into associated epistemic 
states.3 The kinds of perceptual states I focus on are perceptual experiences (or instances of perceptual consciousness), 
as I take these to be what philosophers of perception are most often concerned with. Let me first elaborate on the epis-
temological distinction.

2	 One could formulate this in terms of knowledge instead of beliefs if one preferred.
3	 Lyons (2023) identifies some other relevant notions of ‘directness’. For reference my ‘immediate perception’ is akin of his ‘perceptual di-

rectness’ and my ‘direct perception’ to his ‘epistemological directness’.
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One might argue that if I have a perceptual experience as of a black cup of coffee before me, that experience is not suf-
ficient to justify the belief that there is a black cup of coffee before me. This is because the experience could be veridical 
but could also be illusory or hallucinatory. If one accepts this line of thought, then it seems that perceptual experience 
alone is not sufficient to justify perceptual beliefs about ordinary physical objects. From here one might, for example, ar-
gue that the experience does justify the belief that there seems or appears to be a black cup of coffee before me. This lat-
ter belief would then be a direct (or basic) perceptual belief, and the former belief (that there is a black cup of coffee be-
fore me) would be an indirect (or non-basic) one. This general debate in perceptual epistemology is not my concern.

There is, however, a specific type of perceptual belief that is important to this discussion, namely perceptual demonstra-
tive beliefs. These are beliefs involving a demonstrative that purport to refer to something that is (by hypothesis) cur-
rently perceived. To simplify, they are beliefs of the form ‘That is P’, where ‘that’ purportedly denotes some perceived 
object (or property or event or whatever) and ‘P’ is a property term of some sort. For example, the belief “That is blue” 
or “That is a laptop” which is held in response to a perception of something (and purports to be about that thing). 
When demonstratives are employed in this kind of way I will call them perceptual demonstratives. Perceptual demon-
strative beliefs of this sort are particularly simple perceptual beliefs that rely quite heavily on what is perceived. They 
rely heavily on what is perceived because demonstratives are perhaps the most compelling example of a directly refer-
ential term, where the meaning or content of an employed demonstrative is directly and arguably wholly given by the 
referent.4 In this case the demonstrative is a perceptual demonstrative, and thus the intended referent is something 
purportedly perceived. The subject of the belief is in this way “directly given” by the perception. This makes simple per-
ceptual demonstrative beliefs strong candidates for beliefs that can be directly and fully justified by perceptions – that 
is, they are candidates for one type of basic belief. While I am tempted by this view, for present purposes I will set aside 
debates about basic beliefs and focus on perceptual demonstratives and their associated beliefs as phenomena of inter-
est in themselves. At minimum, interest in perceptual demonstratives stems from the fact that their successes seem to 
hinge precisely on the perceptions that they are parasitic on.

Most believe that we can demonstratively refer to ordinary physical objects like computers, cars, and trees. If a success-
fully employed perceptual demonstrative owes its success to the perception that it is parasitic on, then one might sup-
pose that our account of perception, and in particular of immediate perception, should explain how we can perceptually 
demonstrate ordinary physical objects. Put another way, successful perceptual demonstratives of ordinary physical ob-
jects involve direct perception (in the epistemic sense), and this directness derives from the associated current percep-
tion. Perhaps we can and should explain this epistemic directness in terms of what one is immediately perceiving (in the 
perceptual sense). This is Bermúdez’s Reference Constraint:

Reference Constraint: If it is indeed the case that we make demonstrative reference to ordinary 
physical objects, then our account of the immediate object of perception must explain how this is 
possible. (Bermúdez, p. 365)

The Reference Constraint asserts that we should explain successful perceptual demonstratives in terms of immediate 
perception, setting the ground for explaining an important type of perceptual belief in terms of immediate perception. I 
will grant the Reference Constraint as a working assumption.5 The Reference Constraint prompts us to analyse imme-
diate and mediate perception (the perceptual distinction). It also sets the stage for Bermúdez’s main argument. Let me 
turn to those now.

4	 The character of the demonstrative, in Kaplan’s sense, is something like “the thing being demonstrated” or “the thing one is intending to 
demonstrate.”

5	 Lyons (2023) provides an overview of perceptual epistemology that contains some options that may not require the Reference Con-
straint. I cannot delve into this terrain in the present work, though I will conclude that the Reference Constraint is important and worth 
preserving.
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2.  Bermúdez’s main argument

Bermúdez considers two views of immediate perception: what we usually mean when we speak of sense-datum theory 
(SDT) and his proposed alternative, naturalized sense-datum theory (NSD). Stated most generally, the term ‘sense-da-
tum’ means what is given to the senses. Studies of sense-data aim to give a theory of what it is that is given to the senses, 
of how what is given is related to the ordinary physical world and to ourselves, of how we should conceive of perception 
in this context, and of how all of this feeds into perceptual beliefs, knowledge and other aspects of epistemology. In this 
regard SDT and NSD are two theories about the nature of sense-data.6 Here are the core commitments of each.

According to NSD, “The immediate objects of visual perception, or what are often called sense-data, are parts of the 
facing surfaces of physical objects” (353). We nonetheless can and do perceive ordinary physical objects. However, ac-
cording to NSD, we perceive ordinary physical objects by perceiving their front-facing surfaces. In this sense we medi-
ately perceive those objects. The idea that we immediately perceive only the front-facing surfaces of objects is familiar 
from discussions of sense-data. I will unpack it below.

According to SDT, the immediate objects of perception are mind-dependent objects. Within SDT these mind-depend-
ent objects are themselves typically called ‘sense-data’. We thus have two uses of ‘sense-data’. To help us keep track of 
this, I will use the term ‘SD’ for the mind-dependent objects that are central to SDT and continue to use ‘sense-data’ 
for the immediate objects of perception (whatever they may be). According to SDT, although the immediate objects of 
perception are these peculiar mind-dependent objects, namely SD, we can nonetheless perceive ordinary physical ob-
jects by immediately perceiving the mind-dependent ones. This is because SD represent ordinary physical objects, either 
intrinsically or in virtue of the way perceivers interpret them. In this way we mediately perceive ordinary physical ob-
jects. There are numerous arguments in favour of SDT, and at least as many criticisms. In my view the most powerful 
argument in favour of SDT stems from perceptual error, namely illusion and hallucination (see Section 6), and other 
important ones stem from causation and perception (see esp. Robinson, 1994), the scientific conception of the world in 
contrast to the phenomenal one (see esp. Jackson, 1977), and so on.

We thus see that, according to both NSD and SDT, we mediately perceive ordinary physical objects by immediately 
perceiving sense-data. However, what counts as sense-data (the immediate objects of perception) is strikingly different 
on the two accounts. According to NSD, sense-data are the front-facing surfaces of physical objects, and according to 
SDT sense-data are SD. We therefore mediately perceive physical objects for very different reasons on these views. This 
groundwork is sufficient to explain Bermúdez’s overall argument, which I have distilled from Section III of his 2000 
(pp. 365-372):

(1)	 We do make demonstrative reference to ordinary physical objects.
(2)	 The Reference Constraint is true.
(3)	 There are only two viable theories of immediate perception: NSD and SDT.
(4)	 SDT fails to adequately explain perceptual demonstratives about ordinary physical objects.
(5)	 NSD successfully explains perceptual demonstratives about ordinary physical objects.
(6)	 Therefore, we should endorse NSD (and reject SDT).

Premise (1) is put forward as a reasonable, intuitively justified hypothesis. One could object to it, including a defender 
of SDT. In this case the argument is stalled. However, I regard (1) as plausible and find the debate that ensues from as-

6	 See Hatfield (2021) for an overview of sense-data. The history of the topic is complex, as is the relation between that history and the is-
sues discussed in this work. For example, NSD bears an important relation to Moore’s (1918-19) original version of sense-datum theory. 
What I will refer to as ‘SDT’ is the version that became more popular in subsequent decades, and is associated with Russell (1912), Jackson 
(1977), and Robinson (1994) among others. In the interests of space, I suppress these many important historical details.
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suming its truth fascinating. Premise (2) is also a hypothesis, but it is justified by the kind of reasoning given in Section 
1. Premise (3) is what Bermúdez takes to be the relevant views for this debate. I will remark on this in Section 8 but for 
now wish to note that even if one rejects the ‘only’ in premise (3), the argument could be modified so that (3) says that 
two of the important theories relevant to this debate are NSD and SDT, and the conclusion (6) asserts that NSD is 
preferable to SDT’. This would retain the validity of the overall argument, and (as I hope to show) retain the interest of 
the substance of Bermúdez’s insights. Premises (4) and (5) are clearly substantive claims in need of justification. Assum-
ing they are justified, the argument is on solid footing. 

At this point one might ask whether we need another argument against SDT, given how out of favour the view is in our 
current climate? I think this worry misses Bermúdez’s point and the interest of his paper. First, there is enduring inter-
est in direct perception (epistemological notion) and perceptual demonstratives. In addition, the Reference Constraint 
is prima facie plausible and interesting. This prompts us to examine viable notions of immediate perception (and medi-
ate perception) so that we can adequately understand how perceptual demonstratives can and by hypothesis do apply to 
ordinary physical objects. Second, the idea of trying to capture what discussions about sense-data were after (the imme-
diate objects of perception, whatever they may be), put it to good use (via the Reference Constraint), and in the process 
show that SDT isn’t a good a way of doing this, is fascinating on its own. If Bermúdez’s argument works, then he effec-
tively shows that SDT failed at its own game (giving a viable account of sense-data), but that we can nonetheless recover 
what the debate was after by embracing NSD. Third, the conceptions of immediate and mediate perception embodied 
in NSD and SDT are distinct, and stand on their own, independently of these theories. I will briefly remark on this in 
the conclusion, as I believe these disparate conceptions of immediate and mediate perception have fruitful, underex-
plored applications. Let me move on to justifying (5), and then critiquing (4).

3.  Why NSD?

Bermúdez claims that (5) NSD successfully explains perceptual demonstratives about ordinary physical objects. I agree. 
Let me explain the idea. In NSD, we immediately perceive unoccluded front-facing surfaces of ordinary physical objects 
and mediately perceive the occluded parts of these objects and the objects as wholes. This is definitive of the view. To 
get a sense of the significance of the NSD, consider an everyday example and three ways of interpreting it. 

Person Perception: When you look at a person who is facing you, there are parts of the person 
that are “presented” to you in a way that other parts are not. For example, their face and the front 
of their torso are oriented toward you and “in view” in way that their backsides, insides and body 
as a whole are not. 

Consider three interpretations of this case.

One might propose an austere “parts only” theory of perception according to which all we really see are the unoccluded 
front-facing parts of physical objects. Judgements about whole objects and about occluded object parts are constructed 
in post-perceptual cognition, based on inferences from perceived front-facing parts of those objects. Thus, in Person 
Perception, you perceive only the front of the person’s face and torso. Insofar as you are “committed” to them having 
backsides and insides, and to them being a discrete whole physical object, such commitments arise only in post-percep-
tual cognitive judgement. This might be how to conceive of perceptual experience if something like Marr’s (1982) 2.5D 
sketch or Peacocke’s (1992) base level scenario content constituted perceptual experience.7 

7	 Neither Marr nor Peacocke restrict perceptual experience to the front facing parts of things. Instead, Marr posits the 2.5D sketch as pre-
sent in an early stage of visual processing, and Peacocke posits scenario content as a key component of perceptual experience. Perceptual 
experience itself is for both theorists much richer than this.
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Second, one might propose that we do experience whole objects, but that there is nothing to the idea that we “imme-
diately perceive” the unoccluded front-facing parts or that there is any interesting difference between perceiving whole 
objects and perceiving their front-facing parts. This is an “objects only” view. Thus, in Person Perception, you perceive 
the person as a whole object and there is nothing distinctive about the difference between perceiving them as a whole 
object and perceiving their front-facing parts. On this view, we can safely set aside this whole discussion and talk simply 
about the objects that we perceive. This interpretation might be how to conceive of perceptual experience in contempo-
rary naïve realism (e.g. Martin, 2017) or in some 4E theories of perception (e.g. Shapiro and Spaulding, 2024).

NSD proposes a different interpretation. According to NSD, and against the “objects only” view, there is an important 
sense in which we more immediately perceive the unoccluded front-facing parts of physical objects than their occluded 
parts, and than the objects as wholes. But NSD also asserts that we nonetheless generally perceive whole objects, in con-
trast to the “parts only” view. To hold these claims simultaneously, NSD proposes that we perceive all of these things 
but in different senses of ‘perceive’. Since our perceptions of the unoccluded front-facing parts of objects seem more im-
mediate (or direct or present or epistemically available in perception), and our perceptions of whole objects and of their 
occluded parts occurs by virtue of our perceptions of the unoccluded front-facing parts of objects, the NSD theorist pro-
poses that we mediately perceive whole physical objects and their occluded parts by immediately perceiving their unoc-
cluded front-facing parts. Thus, in Person Perception, you immediately perceive the front of the person’s face and torso 
and mediately perceive them as whole objects and mediately perceive their occluded parts. 

I take the NSD interpretation to be quite intuitive in part because it charts a well-motivated middle course between the 
more extreme “parts only” and “object only” views. Here are two further arguments for the approach. As Bermúdez argues 
(pp. 363-4), to perceive something we must discriminate it from its surrounds (see also e.g. Dretske, 1979). We generally 
visually discriminate objects by means of the front-facing parts that are open to view. Front-facing parts are thus serving a 
privileged perceptual role that is captured in the NSD conception of immediate perception and absent from the “objects 
only” view. Second, we can draw support for NSD from the phenomenon of amodal completion (see e.g. Briscoe, 2011). 
In psychology it is typical to distinguish between the front-facing parts of perceived objects and the occluded parts, and 
posit a special mechanism —amodal completion— to explain how we manage to perceive whole, complete objects despite 
in some sense only “immediately” perceiving their unoccluded front-facing parts. One important part of research in this 
area concerns illusions that involve amodal completion. Such illusions provide strong evidence for this kind of “filling in” 
being distinctive (against the “objects only” view), and being perceptual and not merely something arising in post-percep-
tual cognition (against the “parts only” view). Therefore, the NSD idea that we immediately perceive front-facing surfaces 
and mediately perceive ordinary physical objects is credible and a worthy foundation for a perceptual theory.8 In a broader 
discussion, I would delve deeper into this debate. However, for present purposes it suffices to situate NSD against some of 
its rivals, and explain why NSD advocates take the view to be compelling. Let me move to the substance of (5).

Premise (5) asserts that NSD can explain how we demonstrate ordinary physical objects (on the assumption that we 
do). The argument for (5) is as follows. According to NSD, we immediately perceive unoccluded front-facing parts of 
ordinary physical objects. It seems reasonable to assert that we can demonstrate what we immediately perceive: if there 
is anything that we can demonstrate, we can demonstrate what we can immediately perceive (in whatever sense of ‘im-
mediately perceive’ one finds acceptable). One may deny this claim, for example by rejecting the very idea of immedi-
ate perception. However, I take it this wouldn’t be charitable to Bermúdez, and I’ve given adequate motivation for the 
existence of immediate perception in any case. One may also deny this by offering some theory of demonstratives that 
doesn’t rely heavily on what is perceived, but I will assume that perceptual demonstratives not only exist but are a foun-
dational kind of demonstrative.9 Given the important link between demonstratives and perception, the claim that we 

8	 Note that I haven’t gone through Bermúdez’s potent analysis of some critiques of the NSD idea (see esp. pp. 359-364).
9	 For comparison, Brovold and Grush argue that “the fashionable philosophical notion of the ‘perceptual demonstrative’ is an aberration” 

(2012, 39). There is a fascinating debate to be had here, but it falls outside my current purview.
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can demonstrate what we immediately perceive is an attempt to carve out a basic and safe subset of perceptions and say 
that surely demonstratives, if they are applicable at all, must be applicable to this subset. I agree. It follows that we can 
demonstrate unoccluded front-facing surfaces of ordinary physical objects. 

Bermúdez’s key move at this point is to appeal to deferred demonstration. This is where a demonstration carries beyond what 
is before one in the following sense. For example, if one says “That man is the greatest!” while pointing to a picture of Messi, 
one is referring to Messi the person with ‘that man’ and not the picture. ‘That’ can thus go beyond a picture being perceived 
and refer to what the picture represents.10 To be sure, this doesn’t prevent us from demonstrating the picture, for example by 
saying “That is a picture of the greatest footballer.” Such a demonstration is non-deferred relative to the former demonstra-
tion.11 Similarly, you might point to an oversized jacket on a chair and say “That’s a large person” (deferred demonstration) 
or “That’s a large jacket” (non-deferred demonstration). You may also hear a soundbite from an advert and exclaim “This is 
a catchy tune” (non-deferred demonstration) or “This is my favourite restaurant!” (deferred demonstration). I think that a 
full, adequate theory of deferred and non-deferred demonstration is difficult to develop, but the existence of the phenome-
non is straightforward, and is appreciable independently of the issues we have discussed to this point. 

Deferred demonstration is relevant in the following way. I have argued that we can demonstrate unoccluded front-fac-
ing surfaces of ordinary physical objects. These surfaces are parts of those objects. It seems plausible that deferred dem-
onstration can “carry over the part-whole relation” (Bermúdez, p. 370). This is arguably true in general and in any case 
is very compelling when the part at issue is being immediately perceived and the whole at issue is being mediately per-
ceived in the NSD sense of these terms. NSD therefore provides a compelling explanation of how demonstrative refer-
ence to ordinary physical objects can occur. I think we should accept this argument and hence (5).

4.  Why reject SDT?

Premise (4) asserts that SDT cannot do what I, following Bermúdez, just argued NSD can, namely explain demonstra-
tive reference to ordinary physical objects. Recall that according to SDT, we immediately perceive the mind-dependent 
objects SD, and by virtue of these representing ordinary physical objects (either intrinsically or by virtue of how we in-
terpret them12) we mediately perceive the latter. Bermúdez’s argument for (4) is to pose a dilemma for SDT. There are 
two possible ways to demonstratively refer to ordinary physical objects: via deferred and non-deferred demonstration. 
Neither model, he argues, can be applied within the constraints of SDT. Thus, (4) is true —SDT cannot explain de-
monstrative reference to ordinary physical objects. Let me unpack this.

Let’s consider deferred demonstration first. Within SDT, we immediately perceive SD. Bermúdez argues that deferred dem-
onstration to ordinary physical objects cannot be appealed to by SDT advocates. To see why, suppose that a perceiver immedi-
ately perceives a given SDm

13, and mentally demonstrates that SDm while saying or thinking “That is a laptop” with the inten-
tion of demonstrating the laptop that by hypothesis is represented by that SDm. If this demonstrative succeeds in denoting the 
laptop, this would involve deferred demonstration. The reason Bermúdez believes this isn’t credible is because: 

linguists and philosophers of language are agreed that deferred ostension [demonstration] can 
only work in a communicative context when speaker and hearer share knowledge of an individu-
ating principle linking the physically present ostended [demonstrated] object with the intended 
object of reference. (p. 372)

10	 Bermúdez (370) helpfully reminds us that this idea is found in Quine (1968, pp. 40-44).
11	 I will stick with the terminology ‘deferred’ and ‘non-deferred’ when discussing demonstratives so as not to get confused with the other ter-

minology already in place.
12	 I suppress this qualification below.
13	 I will use ‘SDm’ to refer to a singular sense-datum, and continue to use ‘SD’ to refer to the plural sense-data.
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However, Bermúdez argues, within SDT this requires shared knowledge of the speaker’s private SD and the individuat-
ing principle that links those SD and ordinary physical objects. “It seems obvious, however, that no such principle is im-
plicated in everyday demonstrative reference to material objects” (p. 372). Thus, Bermúdez concludes, SDT cannot ap-
peal to deferred demonstration to explain demonstrative reference to material objects.

In other words, deferred demonstration works with a picture of Messi because I and my interlocutors understand the 
link (or individuating principle) between the picture and Messi and can implicitly appeal to this to correctly interpret 
what I’m trying —and by hypothesis succeeding— in saying when I utter “That is a great football player.” By contrast, 
when I mentally point to my SDm and say “That is a laptop”, my interlocutors cannot have analogous knowledge of the 
requisite individuating principle because my SDm and my demonstration of it are private. Thus, deferred demonstra-
tion is unavailable within SDT to explain demonstrative reference to ordinary physical objects. 

This leaves SDT to explain demonstrative reference to ordinary physical objects via non-deferred demonstration. For 
Bermúdez this yields the other horn of the dilemma, for here demonstrative reference must somehow bypass SD and 
latch onto the ordinary physical object. The problem, however, is that this violates “the Reference Constraint because 
their account of the immediate object of perception has no part to play in their explanation of how demonstrative ref-
erence to three-dimensional material objects is achieved. The sense datum is otiose in the explanation of direct percep-
tion” (p. 372).

Bermúdez concludes that, whether SDT utilizes deferred or non-deferred demonstration, it cannot adequately explain 
how we demonstratively refer to ordinary physical objects. (4) is thus true.

5.  In defense of SDT

I reject both horns of the dilemma Bermúdez tries to impose on SDT. Before addressing these claims directly, let me 
remark on two relevant issues about SDT. First, there is a general worry about SDT that stems from its appeal to a 
private relationship between a subject and her SD. One might hold that these kinds of private relations are problem-
atic, perhaps by appeal to Wittgenstein’s private language argument. I cannot engage in a detailed discussion of this 
topic. However, I can point to an important work like Fodor (1975) which provides a detailed account of how a pri-
vate language of thought can coherently exist and arguably does exist in humans. This is sufficient to counter any 
blanket rejections of my proposal by appeal to worries about private languages. I therefore assume that private lan-
guages are possible. Among other things, this means that the Reference Constraint can in principle be interpreted to 
apply to private languages.

Second, one might worry that SDT leads to skepticism about the external world. How could we come to know an-
ything about a mind-independent, physical world if all we immediately perceive are mind-dependent SD? Russell 
(1912) addressed this worry by appeal to the various patterns and stabilities that one can observe between SD. For 
example, every evening the SD I associate with my bed and its many features are like the ones I experienced when I 
left for work in the morning. Russell argued that the best explanation of the observed patterns and stabilities of an 
individual’s SD is that there is a distal physical world that has similar patterns and stabilities and is the cause of one’s 
SD. In principle, this reasoning is analogous to the reasoning that justifies our beliefs about things that we cannot 
“immediately observe” in nature, including subatomic particles and black holes. This includes justified beliefs about 
causal relations between those unobservables, and causal relations between those unobservables and our experiences 
of data observed on (e.g.) computer monitors that has been gathered by measurement devices like particle accelera-
tors and the James Webb telescope. The full rational story of how we acquire and justify beliefs in unobservables in 
nature is complex, as is the full rational story of how, given SDT, one could come to believe in a distal physical world 
as the cause of one’s SD. Regardless, I submit that SDT can avoid collapsing into a kind of idealism by an inference 
to the best explanation of what is the likely cause of various patterns of one’s SD. I thus assume that SDT is consist-
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ent with knowledge of a mediately perceived physical world.14 With these two assumptions in hand, let me return to 
Bermúdez’s claims.

5.1.  The First horn

The first horn of Bermúdez’s dilemma concerns using deferred demonstration, where the SD are demonstrated and or-
dinary physical objects are referred to via deferred demonstration. Bermúdez’s objection rests on the hypothesis that de-
ferred demonstration requires shared knowledge by speaker and hearer of an individuating principle linking the dem-
onstrated object (e.g. the picture or the SDm) to the intended referent (e.g. Messi or the laptop). He then claims that 
such shared knowledge is “obviously” not present in everyday demonstrative reference to physical objects. The first 
claim should be rejected and the second claim, while true, doesn’t prevent the advocate of SDT from giving an account 
of how we might —in principle— use deferred demonstration to demonstrate ordinary physical objects. 

Bermúdez claims that shared knowledge of a principle that links the demonstrated object to the intended object is re-
quired for deferred demonstration. It is true that deferred demonstrations expressed via public languages rest on shared 
knowledge of this sort. It is also true that our actual practice of deferred demonstrations developed via shared knowl-
edge of this sort. The relevant question, however, is a principled one: if SDT were true, could someone demonstrate one 
of their own SD in an effort to generate a deferred demonstration of an ordinary physical object, and succeed in refer-
ring to that object? Let me explain why we should answer positively. 

Suppose that I am alone and possess adequate cognitive and perceptual capacities (setting aside the practical questions 
of how these things came to be). Suppose also that I correctly believe that SDT is true. Currently, I immediately per-
ceive a blue, oval SDm and believe that it is caused by something in the physical world. I suggest that I could internally 
demonstrate the SDm with the intention to refer to what I believe is the distal physical cause of the SDm. Such an in-
ternal demonstration might be accomplished via a focused attention on the SDm, and this could be combined with the 
cognitive intention to refer to what I believe is the distal physical cause of the SDm. In fact, the SDm is caused by a robin 
egg. Thus, the egg is the relevant cause of the SDm, the SDm resembles the egg in relevant ways (i.e. both are blue and 
oval), and my intentions are straightforward. I see no reason why my efforts to generate a deferred reference to the egg 
would fail, anymore than my efforts to refer to Messi via a picture of him would fail. It does not matter whether there is 
a shared or public principle that links the demonstrated object to the intended object.

The other claim in the first horn of Bermúdez’s dilemma is that everyday public demonstrative reference to physical 
objects does not seem to involve shared knowledge of deferred reference through SD. This is doubtless true. Regard-
less of the truth of SDT, common sense does not operate as though anything like SDT true, and thus doesn’t embody 
shared knowledge of the kind of deferred reference to the robin egg described above. The same is true of linguistics, and 
thus we wouldn’t expect linguistic analyses of demonstrative reference to generally reflect anything like the kind of pri-
vate demonstration I am appealing to. The relevant question, however, is not how best to interpret everyday practice. 
The relevant question is whether deferred reference to the robin egg can, in principle, be shared among a community of 
speakers. I see no reason why it can’t. Here is a rough sketch of how this could come about. 

Suppose a group of people come to believe that SDT is true and they are in fact correct in this belief. Given my initial 
assumptions, this means that they also believe that there is a surrounding physical world, and that these physical things 
are the typical causes of each person’s private SD. At the beginning, they may speak in a cumbersome technical way 
about SD and the physical world. For example, suppose A says:

“The physical thing that is causing me to have this blue, oval SDm...” 

14	 Russell is well known for having (1927) argued that knowledge of the physical world is limited to knowledge of the world’s “structural” 
features. This limitation of worldly knowledge is sufficient for my purposes.
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Here the demonstrative ‘this’ purports to refer to A’s SDm. A community member B can understand this, even if, for exam-
ple, B doesn’t rule out the skeptical possibility that A’s SD are (e.g.) inverted with respect to B’s. Furthermore, A can say:

“That robin egg is causing me to experience this blue, oval SDm.” 

Here, as before, ‘this’ demonstrates A’s SDm and ‘that’ demonstrates the hypothesized egg. B has no difficulty under-
standing A’s claim. This would, for example, involve deferred demonstration of the egg if A’s employment of ‘that’ in-
volves A mentally pointing to her SDm with the intention of referring to the egg that A’s blue oval SDm represents. If 
needed, A could explain to B that this is what she is trying to do, and then do it. B would thus understand that deferred 
demonstration was used to refer to the hypothesized egg with ‘that’ when A utters “That egg is causing me to experi-
ence this blue, oval SDm.” 

One may doubt whether B could come to know which physical object A is referring to —that is, can B come to know 
that A is talking about the specific robin egg in question? Yes. To see why, assume B is standing next to A and the egg 
is in front of A. This means that B is experiencing private SD that represent A and A’s location relative to B, and vice 
versa. When B’s gaze is directed in front of where A is represented to be, B also experiences a blue, oval SDm (or least 
what B would describe as a blue, oval SDm). In this way, B and A could come to single out the same object —the egg— 
as the referent of A’s deferred demonstrative. While this scenario is underspecified in many ways, it strikes me as en-
tirely coherent. Thus, while a shared principle of individuation of the right sort is required for shared communication 
of demonstrated objects, it is not required for deferred demonstration itself.

Consider, finally, a more evolved stage of communication where, as a community, deferred demonstration of this sort 
is the presumed interpretation of demonstrative expressions of this sort. Thus, A simply says “That is my favourite 
egg” and B correctly understands A to be demonstrating her blue, oval SDm and intending to, with ‘that’, refer to the 
hypothesized egg. This would also involve deferred demonstration of the sort that Bermúdez rejects, but the shared 
knowledge of the individuating principle would be implicit in their communicative practice, much as it is implicit in 
our practice when I point to the picture of Messi and say “That is a great football player.” 

To be sure, Bermúdez’s objection is that it “seems obvious, however, that no such principle is implicated in everyday de-
monstrative reference to material objects” (p. 372). As a point about how to understand our everyday linguistic prac-
tice, I agree. The way we tend to understand our everyday actions is not in accordance with the SDT community just 
described. But this isn’t an objection to the ability of SDT to explain demonstrative reference to ordinary physical ob-
jects. Further, the SDT advocate can argue that, in the end, their description is in fact an accurate description of our 
everyday practice, whether we realize it or not. Regardless, I conclude that SDT can explain demonstrative reference to 
ordinary physical objects via deferred demonstration.

5.2.  The Second Horn

The second horn of the dilemma asserts that SDT cannot use non-deferred demonstration to explain demonstrative 
reference to ordinary physical objects. This is because to do this, the demonstration would have to bypass the SD, in 
which case the demonstration doesn’t appeal to the immediate objects of perception (i.e. the SD), violating the Refer-
ence Constraint. I disagree. Return to speaker A in a community that believes SDT and in which SDT is true. Suppose 
A says “That egg is my favourite” and with ‘that’ succeeds in bypassing her blue, oval SDm and directly referring to the 
purported egg. It doesn’t follow that the explanation of how this works can avoid appeal to A’s SD. Assume A’s demon-
stration consists entirely of her publicly pointing with her finger to the cup, and thus avoids the kind of inner demon-
stration by A to her own SD discussed in 5.1. Now suppose that A’s act of demonstrating occurs in significant part be-
cause of the immediate objects of her perception: she is able to perceptually connect to the egg, form her thought about 
the egg, and move her arm so as to point at the egg because of the SDm that she is experiencing and the fact that the SDm 
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represents the egg. On this account, A’s demonstration of the egg is non-deferred in the relevant sense, but its success 
depends critically on the immediate objects of her perception, namely her SD.15 The Reference Constraint is therefore 
preserved. This strikes me as viable within SDT.16 This practice is also much closer to our everyday practice.

In conclusion, premise (4) of Bermúdez’s overall argument, that SDT fails to adequately explain perceptual demonstra-
tives about ordinary physical objects, should be rejected. Since this is Bermúdez’s primary motive for rejecting SDT in 
favour of NSD, SDT can withstand his assault. However, there is much more of interest to be said about these issues. 
At minimum, we should consider whether NSD can explain the phenomena that originally motivated SDT (section 6), 
and, if not, whether it might be supplemented to do so (section 7).

6.  The problem of perception & NSD

Suppose I am correct that Bermúdez has not given us a good reason to reject SDT. As mentioned earlier, the opponent 
of SDT may not be stressed, believing that there are several other reasons to reject SDT. Fair enough, and this is not the 
place to itemize and attempt to reply to each of them. However, I do wish to highlight another part of this dialectic. 
The SDT advocate needn’t strictly play defense. Instead, they can go on offense and argue that NSD cannot adequately 
explain what is often called The Problem of Perception. This is the problem of (a) explaining the differences between 
veridical, illusory and hallucinatory perceptual experiences, while (b) explaining the phenomenal similarities that can 
occur between them.17 Let me explain how The Problem of Perception is particularly challenging for NSD.

Here is a simple characterization of the core notions that is sufficient for our purposes.18 A veridical perceptual experi-
ence is fully accurate of the physical world. For example, you have an experience of a blue cylindrical thing, and you are 
in fact looking at a blue cylindrical thing. An illusion occurs when you experience a physical object, but experience at 
least one of its features incorrectly. For example, you have an experience of a blue cylindrical thing, and you are in fact 
looking at a purple cylindrical thing. An hallucination occurs when your experience doesn’t have a corresponding physi-
cal object at all. For example, you have an experience of a blue cylindrical thing and there is nothing corresponding to 
this in the physical environment. 

Veridical, illusory and hallucinatory experiences are “latching” onto the physical world to different degrees, and in this 
regard these experiences are different types of perceptual states. Nonetheless, while we can at times subjectively distin-
guish between veridical, illusory and hallucinatory experiences, at times we cannot. In principle, these different types of 
experiences can be subjectively indistinguishable. For many, the most powerful justification for SDT is its ability to ex-
plain this conundrum. SDT postulates a type of mind-dependent object —SD— as a perceptual intermediary between 
the perceiver and the physical world. This intermediary is present regardless of whether one’s experience is veridical, il-
lusory or hallucinatory —SDT is a “common factor” theory of perception. This explains why experiences of these types 
can be subjectively similar and even indistinguishable. However, the difference between veridical, illusory and halluci-
natory experiences does not collapse, since which type of experience one is having depends on how well one’s current 
SD latches onto (i.e. represents and is caused by) the physical world. 

15	 Compare with the “epistemic” role played by what is immediately perceived in Brown (2009, pp. 381-386).
16	 One alternative possibility is to suppose that A demonstrates the cup solely by appeal to unconscious perceptual states. The perceptual ex-

perience would thus overdetermine what is needed for reference and by hypothesis for perceptual demonstrative belief. While this is pos-
sible, I do not believe this is an accurate model for understanding our perceptual lives (though I recognize that some, like Jack Lyons (per-
sonal communication), believe this model is largely correct). I also suspect that, to the extent that unconscious perception undermines 
SDT it also undermines NSD. These details, however, would take us too far afield.

17	 The reasoning that leads from here to SDT was first clearly articulated by Robinson (1994) and has since been codified in Crane and 
French (2021). See again Hatfield (2021) for an overview of various additional motives for SDT.

18	 For a powerful new theory of illusion and hallucination see Macpherson and Batty (2016).
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It is straightforward that, on its own, NSD doesn’t solve The Problem of Perception. NSD is a theory according to 
which the immediate objects of perception are the front-facing surfaces of ordinary physical objects, and ordinary ob-
jects themselves are mediate objects of perceptions. As it stands, this framework provides no resources to explain the 
difference between veridical perception, illusion and hallucination, nor the respect in which experiences of each sort 
can be subjectively indistinguishable. Bermúdez concedes one part of this challenge when he notes that NSD is “is only 
an account of non-hallucinatory perception” (p. 354). He thus recognizes that NSD needs to be bolstered to explain 
hallucination. However, he fails to make a similar concession about illusion, and about the subjective similarities that 
occur across experiences of all three sorts. He also fails to explicitly appreciate how acute the problem is.

Consider, briefly, illusion. Suppose you look at a purple cylindrical bottle and have an experience of that bottle as a 
blue cylindrical bottle. That is, the blue that you experience isn’t experienced as a feature of just any cylindrical bottle, 
it is experienced as a feature of the very physical cylindrical bottle that sits before you (a bottle which is in fact purple). 
This is what makes this an illusion: you are actually experiencing the object in question (i.e. there is successful object 
perception), but you are experiencing it to have a feature that it doesn’t have (i.e. there is an error in property percep-
tion). How should NSD be applied here? In line with NSD, the front-facing surface of the bottle is present before you 
in a way in which the backsides and insides are not and in which the bottle as a whole is not. However, the front-facing 
surface is purple, and you aren’t experiencing that surface as purple, you are experiencing it as blue. In what sense, then, 
are you “immediately perceiving” the front-facing purple surface? If anything, it seems like the front-facing surface, al-
though physically available, is perceptually occluded by the experienced blue. So, what is immediately perceived? Per-
ceptually, it seems like a blue cylindrical bottle is immediately perceived, but there is nothing in the NSD view that cap-
tures this. If the NSD theorist adds something new to explain the illusion, whatever is “seemingly blue” arguably has to 
(a) capture the sense in which one is experiencing blue, (b) do so in a way such that blue is occluding the purple of the 
object, while (c) preserving the core NSD thesis that the front-facing surface of the perceived purple object is immedi-
ately perceived.

This is a problem for NSD because NSD is built around the idea of immediate perception and in particular the idea 
that front-facing surfaces are what is immediately perceived. There is no easy way for the NSD theorist to address these 
worries.19 To see why, consider a possible reply.

7.  Nonconceptual content & NSD

Bermúdez is a well-known defender of nonconceptual content (e.g. Bermúdez, 1995, 2007; for an overview see Bermú-
dez & Cahen, 2024). It would be natural for him to appeal to nonconceptual content to address The Problem of Per-
ception.20 To what extent can nonconceptual content solve The Problem of Perception? How can this purported so-
lution be integrated with NSD? These are the questions that I address in this section. My conclusions are as follows. 
Nonconceptual content can adequately address the semantic part of The Problem of Perception. However, it can only 
positively address the phenomenological part by appeal to postulates that are no less extreme than those of SDT. Fur-
ther, the resulting framework is either incoherent, or asserts that in veridical perceptual we are mediately aware of the 
physical world. The latter commits NSD to a perceptual veil that is similar to the one embraced by SDT, and which 
NSD is designed to avoid. In effect, via nonconceptual content NSD can solve the Problem of Perception, but only by 
embracing a veil of perception. Let me unpack this more slowly.

A full discussion of nonconceptual content falls outside the scope of this work. For our purposes, it is instructive to re-
call what nonconceptual content is and what kinds of reasons are offered for its existence. Contents are expressed by 

19	 Compare with Hatfield’s (2021) worry that NSD may have to postulate “appearances” to accommodate perceptual constancy.
20	 Thank you to an anonymous referee for suggesting that I address this possibility. 
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representations.21 Nonconceptual content is a form of content that is in principle distinct from conceptual content, 
that is, distinct from contents found in thought. Bermúdez’s “Master Argument” for nonconceptual content in percep-
tion rests on two principles:

1.	 “[T]he content of perception is linked to capacities for perceptual discrimination”;
2.	 “[C]oncept possession can never wholly be explained in terms of capacities for perceptual discrimination.” (Bermú-

dez, 2007, 59)

From these principles it follows that there is perceptual content that is nonconceptual. 

There are important case studies that help justify this conclusion. Many animals can perceptually discriminate things 
that their cognitive systems are not sufficiently complex to generate concepts for. This point carries over to humans 
as well. We can perceptually discriminate detailed, nuanced features like highly specific colours and shapes despite not 
having concepts for such specific properties. These cases suggest that perceptual discrimination is operating, in a funda-
mental way, independently of cognition, and thus that perceptual contents are nonconceptual. 

Contents, by their nature, can have varying degrees of accuracy to their subject. Thus, Bermúdez identifies the possibil-
ity of misrepresentation as one of the core criteria of representations (1995, p. 351). Attributing nonconceptual con-
tent to perceptual experience thus permits, indeed guarantees, the possibility of perceptual error. This makes it poised 
to help address The Problem of Perception.22 

Recall that, as standardly conceived, in illusion there is successful object perception but erroneous property perception. 
For example, one experiences a purple bottle as blue. By contrast, successful object perception does not occur in hallu-
cinations. For example, one has an experience as of purple bottle and there is nothing in the physical world that corre-
sponds to this. Let me unpack what a theory of perceptual error must explain, focusing again on illusion. The key dis-
tinction for our discussion is between the semantic and phenomenological challenges posed by perceptual error.

One fundamental puzzle raised by illusion is a semantic one of how to model perceptual experience such that it can be 
said to involve the perception of an object but the misperception of one or more of its features. It is straightforward 
that adding nonconceptual content to NSD affords an account of the semantic challenge of illusion that is unavailable 
to NSD proper. In the bottle case, I am perceiving a bottle that is in fact purple but erroneously experiencing it as blue. 
By appeal to nonconceptual content, we can assert, for example, that my perceptual system is expressing something like 
the content <there is a blue bottle>23. Thus, my perceptual system is correctly representing that there is a bottle but in-
correctly representing it as blue. For our purposes, this is an adequate explanation of the semantic challenge of illusion. 
However, it is important to see that this account of illusion is incomplete, and incomplete in a manner that is at the 
heart of our discussion. 

It is one thing to give a model of the semantics of illusion. It is quite another to give a model of the phenomenology of il-
lusion, a model of what it is like for the perceiver to undergo an illusion. On its own, nonconceptual content yields no 
positive account of the phenomenology of illusion. One way to see this is to recognize that nonconceptual content is 
consistent with SDT. As I’ve emphasized throughout, according to SDT, SD represent the physical world, either in-
trinsically or via an interpretation of SD. Either way, this is consistent with SD expressing nonconceptual content. 
For example, a charitable interpretation of SDT holds that humans can perceive many specific colours and shapes in 

21	 Some of the terminology that follows I will employ without argument (e.g. the term ‘expressed’ in above sentence). Hopefully, context is 
sufficient to capture what is intended. In all cases I intend the terminology to be as neutral as possible. 

22	 What follows is a discussion of a contemporary form of representationalism about perceptual experience. As is well known, there are now 
numerous approaches to representationalism. I cannot survey them all, but what follows is representative of a very influential approach.

23	 There are of course various ways to unpack the semantics of perceptual contents. The existential format in the text is reminiscent of Tye 
(1995, 2002). These details don’t substantively impact the argument that follows.
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the physical world that they don’t have concepts for because SD can represent specific colours and shapes that humans 
don’t have concepts for. This permits humans to mediately perceive those specific physical features. The same holds for 
animals who can discriminate things they don’t possess concepts for. 

Regarding illusion, SDT already embodies the semantic solution offered by nonconceptual content: when one mis-
perceives the purple bottle as blue, one’s blue, bottle-shaped SD correctly represents that there is a bottle in the physi-
cal world but incorrectly represents it as blue. What SDT adds to the semantic account of illusion afforded by noncon-
ceptual content is an account of the perceptual phenomenology: the bottle perceptually seems blue (in the phenomenal 
sense of ‘seems’) because one is immediately perceiving a blue bottle-shaped SD. This is a contentious commitment of 
SDT. It is also a positive account of the phenomenal challenge posed by illusion and, by extension, by hallucination. 
What can the NSD advocate say?

On its own, appeal to nonconceptual content does not provide a positive account of the phenomenology of percep-
tual error. I, for one, cannot find such a positive account in Bermúdez’s work. Thus, to provide a concrete analysis I will 
make two simplifying, charitable assumptions. First, other well-known defenders of nonconceptual content have of-
fered substantive and similar proposals. Here are two examples:

Along with (most) other representationalists, I am happy to say that, in the hallucinatory case, 
the perceiver is conscious of an un-instantiated property. (Tye, 2014, p. 304, fn. 20)

In hallucinating…We are aware of pure universals, uninstantiated properties (Dretske, 2003, p. 73)

Dretske and Tye postulate uninstantiated properties (e.g. Platonic universals24) and a capacity to be perceptually con-
scious or aware of them. These tools are then used to explain the phenomenology of hallucination. For ease of reference 
call this first assumption the Dretske-Tye account of hallucination. This proposal has the advantage of providing a posi-
tive account of the phenomenological puzzle. However, it raises two challenges. It relies on metaphysical entities that 
are not straightforwardly friendly to naturalism (e.g. universals are generally regarded as being outside space and time) 
and it explains perceptual phenomenology via a novel perceptual capacity to become perceptually aware of the proposed 
metaphysical entities. More concretely, it explains perceptual phenomenology via awareness of entities outside space 
and time.25 One reason this explanation is questionable is because there is a decided “here and now” aspect to percep-
tual experience that seems at odds with universals. One would not blame the SDT advocate for arguing that explaining 
the phenomenology of hallucinations via a capacity to immediately perceive SD is no more troubling than explaining it 
via awareness of universals outside space and time.26

Let me first conclude that (a) there are influential defenders of nonconceptual content who recognize a need to provide 
not only a semantic account of perceptual error but also a phenomenological one, and (b) their positive phenomenolog-
ical account appeals to postulates that are, on their surface, no less worrying that the postulates of SDT.

To extend this account to veridical perception and illusion we need to make another assumption. For ease of discus-
sion, I will confine myself to common-factor views, which are arguably endorsed by Bermúdez, Dretske, and Tye. Ac-
cording to common-factor views, the nature of perceptual experience is fundamentally the same across hallucination, 
illusion and veridical perception —what varies is how those experiences connect to (i.e. causally and semantically) the 
physical world.27 As mentioned, SDT is a common-factor view. Applying the common-factor view to the Dretske-Tye 

24	 While Dretske appeals to universals to understand uninstantiated properties, Tye (2014) appeals to sets of possible worlds. For simplicity, 
I will stick to universals in the text. I don’t believe this affects the substance of my argument.

25	 In the case of Tye’s preferred metaphysical postulated, sets of possible worlds, the result is that perceptual phenomenology is explained via 
awareness of sets possible worlds, i.e. awareness of a collection of entities that constitute different spacetimes.

26	 Compare with chapter 5 of Schellenberg (2018).
27	 By contrast, disjunctivist views hold that the nature of perceptual experience is fundamentally different, depending on whether the expe-

rience is veridical or erroneous. Disjunctivism is standardly aligned with nonrepresentational views of perception, though there are excep-



Derek H. Brown

172	 Theoria, 2026, 41/2, 157-178

account of hallucination arguably yields the conclusion that one is aware of universals during hallucinations, illusions 
and veridical perceptions. What varies is how those experiences causally and semantically connect to the physical world. 

One odd consequence of this view is that it isn’t explicit if or when we are aware of the physical world. Instead, to this 
point, awareness is a relation we bear to universals, and the physical world is only entering the theory at the semantic 
and causal levels (i.e. where one explains how well the physical world satisfies a given experience/ content). Yet, surely, 
we are aware of the physical world in some sense. One natural suggestion is that our awareness of the physical world, in 
some sense, is mediated by our awareness of universals. That is, if experience has the same nature across hallucinations, 
illusion and veridical perceptions, and involves awareness of universals in all cases, then, when one is aware of the physi-
cal world in perceptual experience, such awareness seems to be mediated by one’s awareness of universals. One’s aware-
ness of the physical world arises through that world satisfying the structure of universals that explains the phenomenol-
ogy of one’s experience in a given case. For example, if one has an experience as of a blue bottle, then one is aware of the 
structured universal <there is a blue, bottle-shaped object>. In the veridical case, to the extent that one is aware of the 
relevant blue bottle, one is aware of it by virtue of that bottle satisfying this structure of universals.

The problem is that this is starting to sound suspiciously like the framework espoused by SDT. While this doesn’t com-
mit to the immediate perception of universals and the mediate perception of the physical world, it is committed to the im-
mediate awareness of universals and the mediate awareness of the physical world, in a sense of these terms that looks very 
friendly to the SDT framework. Suppose, for example, that SDT were altered so that, instead of perceivers immedi-
ately perceiving SD, perceivers are immediately aware of SD, and instead of perceivers mediately perceiving the physical 
world, perceivers are mediately aware of the physical world. I am not sure what of substance this would change in SDT. 
In this case, both the revised SDT and the generalized Dretske-Tye views would then be committed to the thesis that 
perceivers are immediately aware of some entity type X and mediately aware of the physical world (where, for all x, x ≠ 
the physical world). Put another way, to explain The Problem of Perception the union of NSD and nonconceptual con-
tent is committed to a distinction between immediate and mediate perceptual consciousness of a sort that NSD was de-
signed to avoid, i.e. one that is akin to the sort utilized in SDT. That is my second claim.28

My third claim, which is a corollary of the second, is that the case of illusion brings out this problem in a particularly 
forceful way. I sketched this idea in the last section, but can state the problem with more precision given the resources 
that are now available. Illusions are challenging because they are semantically-hybrid states involving successful object 
perception and at least one unsuccessful property perception. When I experience the purple bottle as a blue bottle, I 
am successfully perceiving the bottle and the bottle shape but not successfully perceiving the bottle colour. Pretheoreti-
cally, the purple of the bottle is occluded by the experience of blue (however one wants to unpack the latter). According 
to NSD, during perceptual success I immediately perceive the front-facing surfaces of objects, and mediately perceive 
the objects themselves. Given that I am successfully perceiving the bottle, its shape and its location, it seems to follow 
(within NSD) that I am immediately perceiving the front-facing surface of the bottle. However, given that the purple 
of the bottle is perceptually occluded, and that the bottle’s front facing surface is imbued with that purple, it seems hard 
to assert that I am immediately perceiving the front-facing surface of the bottle. This is a problem for NSD, even when 
supplemented with nonconceptual content.

I see no compelling way to resolve this tension without collapsing NSD into an SDT-friendly view. According to the 
solution outlined above, although I am immediately perceiving the front-facing surface of the bottle in the NSD sense 

tions (e.g. Johnston, 2004; Schellenberg, 2018). Crane and French (2021) provide an overview. For the interested reader, Tye (2014) cri-
tiques so-called “gappy content” views (which e.g. Schellenberg defends) and defends two niche common-factor content views, surveying 
numerous alternatives in his discussion.

28	 It is instructive to compare the above argument with that found in Kriegel (2011). Like me, Kriegel argues that views of the sort just dis-
cussed are committed to a veil of abstracta. However, he then argues that this must be avoided, and can be avoided by adverbialism, con-
cluding that we should adopt adverbialism. I, unsurprisingly, reject the second stage of his reasoning. In the interest of space and focus, I 
cannot work through the details here.
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of the term, I am nonetheless mediately aware of that surface in the sense that my awareness of the surface is mediated 
by my awareness of universals. That is, NSD seems to collapse into a view akin to SDT in the sense that NSD is com-
mitted to the claim that we are not immediately aware of the physical world, even during veridical perception. 

In conclusion, this argument rests on two assumptions, the Dretske-Tye account of the phenomenology of hallucina-
tion, and a common-factor account of nonconceptual content. These assumptions are justified because they are de-
fended by leading advocates of nonconceptual content. Nonetheless, the NSD advocate is welcome to suggest alter-
native assumptions.29 For our purposes, I submit that I’ve adequately justified my conclusion: when extended to the 
Problem of Perception via an appeal to nonconceptual content, NSD is either rendered incoherent or collapses into a 
view that is akin to SDT in that both views deny that we are immediately aware of the physical world in perceptual ex-
perience.

8.  Is it SDT, NSD or bust?

NSD and SDT are viable views, despite facing some challenges. As I hope to have shown, examining how they conceive 
of immediate and mediate perception, and how they explain demonstrative reference to ordinary physical objects, is 
incredibly instructive. Nonetheless, one might wonder whether we should embrace premise (3), that NSD and SDT 
are the only two viable theories of immediate perception. It is thus worth briefly considering an alternative that has re-
ceived recent attention: naïve realism.

According to this view, we immediately perceive not the front-facing surfaces of physical objects but physical objects 
themselves. That is, naïve realism is built around the idea that we immediately perceive ordinary objects like trees and 
cars. In this regard the view differs from NSD. However, Bermúdez dismisses naïve realism because it is “no longer in 
play” (p. 368). While that was true in 2000, when Bermúdez’s article was published, in our current climate naïve real-
ism is very much in play.30 Naïve realism satisfies the Reference Constraint, as the view can explain perceptual demon-
stratives by the immediate perception of ordinary objects. In this regard, were one to defend NSD in today’s climate, 
one would arguably be obliged to provide reason to prefer NSD to naïve realism. 

A defense of NSD over naïve realism can begin with the arguments NSD advocates offer in favour of treating the front-
facing surfaces of physical objects, and not the whole objects themselves, as the immediate objects of perception (Sec-
tion 3). Recall, one argument for NSD asserts that we visually discriminate objects by their front-facing surfaces and 
thus perceive front-facing surface more immediately than we perceive objects themselves (Bermúdez, 2000, pp.  363-
4). The other argument appeals to the psychological capacity for amodal completion (e.g. Briscoe 2011), which argu-
ably entails that there is a primacy to the perception of the front-facing surfaces of objects over the perception of objects 
themselves. 

There is much interesting work to do here, but this work sadly falls outside my present purview. I will emphasize that, 
however the debate between NSD and naïve realism is resolved, the challenge from SDT remains. SDT theorists de-
mand an explanation of The Problem of Perception. Providing such an explanation is not only a difficulty for NSD, but 
also a well-known difficulty for naïve realism.31 In this regard SDT again sits in a comfortable position.

29	 For example, Pautz (2021) defends a quietist account of perceptual phenomenology. According to his view, in erroneous perceptual expe-
rience it indeed seems like one is aware of uninstantiated properties, but no positive account of this is needed. Why? Roughly, because a 
quietist view of this sort is superior to all non-quietist alternatives. To me, as a solution this has all the advantages of theft over honest toil.

30	 In fact, the recent interest in naïve realism arguably began very soon after Bermúdez’s (2000). For example, two influential works came out 
in 2002: Campbell (2002) and Martin (2002). See Crane and French (2021) for an overview. 

31	 Naïve realists have offered numerous proposals for how they might account for illusions. See e.g. Brewer (2008), Genone (2014) and 
French & Phillips (2020). See Brown & Macpherson (2026) for a critical discussion.
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There are, of course, other options that should be considered in a wider discussion. For example, a distinctive, recent ac-
count is Hill’s (2022). On Hill’s view, we do not directly experience objective properties of physical objects (like their 
colour and size). Instead, a special class of abstract properties —Thouless properties— are the “most immediate objects” 
of perceptual experience (p. 50).32 Thus, Hill argues that “perceptual experience presents us with Thouless properties 
rather than their objective counterparts. This undercuts naïve or direct realism” (p. 57). This arguably also undercuts 
NSD and SDT. 

There is thus much more to be said about premise (3). Nonetheless, even restricting our discussion to NSD and SDT 
(as premise (3) does) yields enormous fruit that can be applied to a broader suite of options in future work.

9.  The underlying framework, without SDT and NSD

SDT and NSD appeal to different conceptions of the distinction between immediate and mediate perception. What 
has not been made explicit is that these conceptions do not depend on either theory. Here is each conception on its 
own:

—	Front-Facing Surface Conception: the immediate1 object of perception is a (front-facing) part of the mediate1 ob-
ject of perception. For example, you mediately1 perceive the car by immediately1 perceiving the front side of it.

—	Representation Conception: the immediate2 object of perception represents (and is distinct from) the mediate2 ob-
ject of perception. For example, you mediately2 perceive a football match by immediately2 perceiving a television.

Although NSD is built around the first conception and SDT around the second, each conception can stand on its own. 
Further, each can and should play an important explanatory role in perceptual theory. Let me briefly explain why.

Regarding the Front-Facing Surface Conception, it is hard to deny that we have more immediate perceptual access to 
the front-facing parts of things than we do to their backsides, insides or to the things as wholes. The difference can, for 
example, be sidelined in psychophysical studies of two-dimensional figures on computer monitors. But this restriction 
is obviously an artefact of experimental design, and ultimately three-dimensional physical objects are a, if not the, fun-
damental topic of perceptual psychology and of everyday perception. With three-dimensional object perception comes 
the Front-Facing Surface Conception of immediate and mediate perception. We thus can and should debate about 
how to understand the Front-Facing Surface Conception and its significance for issues like object perception and per-
ceptual demonstratives. However, at the end of this debate some form of this conception of immediate and mediate 
perception will remain intact.

Assuming SDT is false, the Representation Conception arguably played a small role in our evolutionary history. Inde-
pendently of this, it is playing a decidedly outsized role in our current lives, with the proliferation of televisions, smart-
phones, computers, and the like. It is straightforward to me that my son is not merely growing up with a blurred under-
standing of the reality of his immediate physical environment versus the reality represented by various screens to which 
he has access. He is arguably growing up without a sharp division between these realities. I won’t pause to try to assess 
the value of this. My point is that what is mediately2 perceived is arguably as real to him as what is immediately2 per-
ceived. Our theories of perception should pay much closer attention to the Representation Conception than they have. 

32	 Thouless properties are a kind of appearance property that is postulated to explain deviations from perfect perceptual constancy found in 
vision. More precisely, regarding size, “The Thouless size of an object x with respect to viewpoint y is F(v, d), where v is the visual angle x 
subtends with respect to y and d is information pertinent to the distance from x to y. The function F is a “partial-constancy” function, in 
the sense that its values are more stable than ever-fluctuating retinal images but are nonetheless always characterized by under-constancy” 
(2022, p. 45).
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This is additionally true given the rapid development of virtual and augmented reality technology. The kinds of experi-
ences found in these settings test the limits of our understanding of what is “immediately” versus “mediately” perceived, 
and of what we are referring to when we think and talk about what is experienced. The solution isn’t to abandon the 
topic of immediate and mediate perception, it is to develop it in a way that permits it to illuminate our burgeoning per-
ceptual reality.

It is also worth making explicit that both the Representation Conception and the Front-Facing Surface Conception 
can be applied to a single perceptual experience. For example, one can immediately1 perceive a front-facing surface of an 
object, and mediately1 perceive the object itself, and, simultaneously, if that object represents some further object, then 
one can mediately2 perceive the further object by immediately2 perceiving the former. In my view this is precisely what 
happens when one is watching a live football match on a smartphone.

Above I argued that both deferred and non-deferred demonstration can be applied, in various ways, to cases to which 
the Front-Facing Surface Conception can be applied, and to cases to which the Representation Conception can be ap-
plied. A full account of these matters should appeal to all of these resources, regardless of whether one adheres to SDT, 
NSD or some other view. We need both conceptions of immediate and mediate perception, we need both deferred 
and non-deferred perceptual demonstratives, and, although the details are complex, many instances of the latter should 
be explained via combinations of the former. In this regard the Reference Constraint, or something in the vicinity, re-
mains in place. I therefore see the underlying conceptual framework found in Bermúdez’s ‘Naturalized Sense Data’, 
when properly understood, to hold enduring value. 

10.  Conclusion

Throughout the twentieth century, philosophers of perception often discussed how immediately we perceive ordinary 
physical objects, and, if not immediately, then how what is immediately perceived feeds into and justifies basic percep-
tual beliefs about ordinary physical objects. In recent years, philosophy of perception has moved away from this suite 
of issues. In this regard, Bermúdez’s ‘Naturalized Sense Data’ may seem old fashioned. To my mind, viewing it as such 
is a mistake. There are different and legitimate conceptions of the distinction between mediate and immediate percep-
tion, and it is instructive to examine how each feeds into perceptual beliefs, such as those involving perceptual demon-
stratives about ordinary physical objects, regardless of whether one views these as basic beliefs. I argued that Bermúdez 
was wrong to contend that SDT could not adequately explain such demonstratives. Instead, I argued, there are multi-
ple theories that can explain perceptual demonstratives. His preferred view, NSD, would also benefit from an account 
of The Problem of Perception: perceptual errors and their relation to veridical perceptions have always been important 
to the distinction between mediate and immediate perception. NSD is right to apply the distinction to veridical per-
ceptions, but wrong to not also address perceptual error, and in particular illusion, given the forceful challenge illusion 
poses to the view. We can supplement NSD with nonconceptual content. However, in so doing we must be careful to 
not merely address the semantic component of The Problem of Perception. Addressing the phenomenological compo-
nent requires an explicit account of perceptual phenomenology. I considered a proposal of Dretske and Tye, influential 
defenders of nonconceptual content. I argued that, in the end, the union of NSD with nonconceptual content yields ei-
ther an incoherent view, or a view according to which we are not immediately aware of the physical world during veridi-
cal perceptions, but instead mediately aware of it. This introduces a kind of perceptual veil that is akin to that embraced 
by SDT —an outcome Bermúdez sought to avoid.

In conclusion, I suggest that the underlying framework Bermúdez articulates to guide his discussion is essential to per-
ceptual theory, regardless of which specific theory you endorse. His distinction between immediate/mediate percep-
tion and direct/indirect perceptual beliefs is critical (see also Jackson, 1977; Snowdon, 1992). Further, his distinction 
between two types of immediate-mediate perception —one embodied in what I’ve called SDT (reminiscent of Russell, 
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1912) and one in his NSD (reminiscent of Moore, 1918-1919)— is under-appreciated and, to my mind, foundational 
to perceptual theory. These distinctions can and should be abstracted from SDT and NSD and applied to numerous 
case studies and other perceptual theories. That landscape is at present largely unexplored. I hope it won’t be for long.33
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ABSTRACT:  The concept of a “zero-point,” the bodily origin of the first-person perspective or the egocentric spa-
tial frame of reference through which we encounter the world, is pervasive in phenomenological accounts of percep-
tion. I will argue that the zero-point is a complete abstraction that misleads the analysis of perception and action. In 
contrast, body-schematic processes involved in perception and action are multi-dimensional, complex and compli-
cated by temporal and intermodal factors. I consider several different characterizations of the zero-point: as an ob-
jective physiological point, as a geometrical point, or, phenomenologically, as part of one’s experience. I examine ev-
idence from vision studies, and more generally from studies of sensory-motor processes, action, and intersubjective 
interaction. I reference the work of José Bermúdez in this area and briefly outline an alternative notion that better 
captures what the zero-point was meant to capture. Bermúdez’s analysis helps us to see that there is no point to the 
concept of zero-point.

Palabras clave

Punto cero 
Percepción 
Acción 
Marco de referencia espacial 
egocéntrico

RESUMEN:  El concepto de un «punto cero», el origen corporal de la perspectiva de primera persona, o del marco 
de referencia espacial egocéntrico desde el que nos relacionamos con el mundo, es recurrente en los enfoques fenom-
enológicos de la percepción. En este trabajo, argumentaré que el punto cero es una completa abstracción que distor-
siona el análisis de la percepción y la acción. Por el contrario, los procesos esquemáticos corporales involucrados en 
la percepción y la acción son multidimensionales, complejos y están influidos por factores temporales e intermodales. 
Consideraré diferentes caracterizaciones del punto cero: como un punto fisiológico objetivo, como un punto geomé-
trico, o, fenomenológicamente, como parte de la experiencia subjetiva. Examinaré evidencia proveniente de los estu-
dios de la visión y, de forma más general, de estudio de los procesos sensoriomotores, la acción y las interacciones inter-
subjetivas. Haré referencia al trabajo de José Bermúdez en este campo y esbozaré brevemente una noción alternativa 
que capta de mejor manera lo que el concepto de punto cero pretendía capturar. El análisis de Bermúdez nos ayuda a 
ver que no hay razón para mantener el concepto de punto cero.

Gako-hitzak

Zero puntua 
Pertzepzioa 
Ekintza 
Erreferentzia-marko espazial 
egozentrikoa

LABURPENA:  «Zero puntu»aren kontzeptua —lehen pertsonako perspektibaren gorputz-jatorria edo munduari 
aurre egiteko baliatzen dugun erreferentzia-marko espazial egozentrikoa— oso presente dago pertzepzioaren deskri-
bapen fenomenologikoetan. Ikusiko dugunez, zero puntua erabateko abstrakzioa da, eta pertzepzioaren eta ekintza-
ren analisia desitxuratzen du. Aldiz, pertzepzioan eta ekintzan eragina duten gorputz-prozesu eskematikoak multidi-
mentsionalak eta konplexuak dira, eta faktore intermodal eta denborazkoek eragiten diete. Zero puntuaren hainbat 
karakterizazio aztertuko ditut: puntu fisiologiko objektibo gisa, puntu geometriko gisa edo, ikuspegi fenomenologi-
kotik, norberaren esperientziaren parte gisa. Ikusmenari buruzko azterlanetako ebidentziak aztertuko ditut, bai eta, 
oro har, prozesu sentsorial eta motorrei, ekintzari eta interakzio intersubjektiboari buruzko azterlanetakoak ere. José 
Bermúdezek arlo honetan egindako lana aipatuko dut, eta labur-labur azalduko dut zero puntuak irudikatu nahi 
zuena hobeto irudikatzen duen ordezko nozio bat. Bermúdezen analisia baliagarri zaigu ohartzeko zero puntuaren 
kontzeptuari eusteak ez duela zentzurik.
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The concept of a “zero-point” (Nullpunkt) is pervasive in phenomenological accounts of perception (e.g., Husserl, 
1989; Merleau-Ponty, 1964; Morley, 2001; Parnas et al., 2005; Stein, 2012). The zero-point is meant to signify the 
bodily origin of the first-person perspective or the egocentric spatial frame of reference through which we encoun-
ter the world. Although it is meant to be a very embodied concept, since the zero-point is said to be located in or 
at the body, I’ll suggest that it is a complete abstraction that misleads the analysis of perception and action. Specifi-
cally, I’ll argue that body-schematic processes involved in perception and action are “thick,” multi-dimensional, or 
complex with varying perspectives running along axes relative to different parts of the body, and complicated by 
temporal and intermodal factors. Perception is better characterized as involving multiple trajectories rather than a 
zero-point. 

I’ll start by indicating how the zero-point has been characterized in phenomenology, as well as in analytic philosophy 
of mind. I’ll consider several different characterizations: as an objective physiological point, as a geometrical point, or, 
phenomenologically, as part of one’s experience. I’ll introduce evidence from studies of vision, examine the concept of 
‘zero-point aspects’ as outlined by Horgan and Nichols (2016) and then look more generally at sensory-motor pro-
cesses, action, and intersubjective interaction. I’ll show that in all these cases a zero-point is not to be found. Finally, 
with reference to José Bermúdez’s work in this area, I’ll briefly outline an alternative notion that better captures what 
the zero-point was meant to capture. Bermúdez’s analysis helps us to see that there is no point to the concept of zero-
point.

1.  Phenomenological accounts of the zero-point

William James, in his Essays in Radical Empiricism, suggests that our experience of the world is accompanied “at all 
times with our body as its center, center of vision, center of action, center of interest. Where the body is is ‘here’; when 
the body acts is ‘now’; what the body touches is ‘this’; all other things are ‘theres’ and ‘thens’ and ‘thats’” (1976, p. 86n). 
This implies that the worldly things in one’s environment fit into a pervasive organization that refers back to an origin 
of perception, action, and interest located in the subject’s body, and that this orders all of one’s experiences, including 
thoughts and feelings, which “terminate in the activity of the body…. The body is the storm center, the origin of coordi-
nates, the constant place of stress in all that experience-train” (1976, p. 86n).

Around the same time as James’s essays, Husserl tries to capture the same idea in the concept of the zero-point in his 
discussions of the lived body, and in a variety of contexts. For example, in his posthumously published Ideas, Vol II he 
writes:

[A]ll spatial being necessarily appears in such a way that it appears either nearer or farther, above 
or below, right or left … The lived body then has … the unique distinction of bearing in itself the 
zero point (Nullpunkt) of all these orientations. (Husserl 1989, §41a; also see Husserl, 2006, §5)

Or again, 

The lived body is, in the first place, the medium of all perception…. [O]bviously connected with 
this is the distinction the body acquires as the bearer of the zero point of orientation, the bearer 
of the here and the now, out of which the pure Ego intuits space and the whole world of the 
senses. (Husserl, 1989, §18)

Accordingly, Husserl describes the zero-point as belonging to the lived body, and as involved in spatial perception, and 
specifically as providing the origin point of spatial orientation. He elaborates further about both our sense of orienta-
tion and direction in spatial experience, the zero-point’s relation to the body, and its connection to a persistent lawful-
ness in behavior.
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[One’s momentary focus] is necessarily related to the zero-point of orientation, to the absolute 
‘here’, and to the concomitant system of the depth dimension (forward-back), and of the breadth 
and height dimensions (right-left, above-below). (1989, §32)

The body then has … the unique distinction of bearing in itself the zero point of all these orien-
tations. One of its spatial points, even if not an actually seen one, is always characterized in the 
mode of the ultimate central here: that is, a here which has no other here outside of itself, in re-
lation to which it would be a ‘there’. It is thus that all things of the surrounding world possess 
an orientation to the body, just as, accordingly, all expressions of orientation imply this relation. 
(1989, §41)

It’s clear that Husserl takes the zero-point to be an intrinsic feature of one’s bodily and spatial experience, such that it 
has a phenomenological sense.1 

The notion of the zero-point is not a minor issue, since it seemingly characterizes the first-person perspective and is rel-
evant not just to spatial experience, but to notions of the self (or ego), is referenced in analyses of psychiatric disorders 
(e.g., Henriksen et al., 2019; Parnas et al., 2005), and is also involved in characterizations of intersubjective empathy. 
As Edith Stein (2012, p. 63), for example, put it, “I experience the other as having another ‘zero point of orientation’ 
(Null-Punkt der Orientierung).” One also finds the notion in Sartre: “[T]he perceptive field refers to a center objec-
tively defined by that reference and located in the very field which is oriented around it. Only we do not see this center 
as the structure of the perceptive field considered; we are the center” (1956, p. 365). More generally it can be found as 
part of the phenomenological analyses that involve the character of memory or imagination insofar as these cognitive 
acts involve a kind of re-presentation (Vergegenwärtigung) of what has been or could be presented in perception (see, 
e.g., Morley, 2001).

A similar phenomenological account can be found in analytic philosophy of mind. I’ll briefly point to two examples, 
the first one a very clear example that references Husserl’s concept directly; the second, a more ambiguous example cen-
tered around Gareth Evan’s work, and some issues that relate in some regard to developments in phenomenology, espe-
cially in the work of Merleau-Ponty (more of which later). 

Consider first an important article by Terry Horgan and Shaun Nichols (2016), entitled “The zero point and I.” I’ll 
discuss this article in more detail later, but here let me just note that Horgan and Nichols point in two directions: back 
to Husserl, who they explicitly cite as the origin of this idea, and forward to a set of conceptual issues to which they 
think this idea has relevance. As they put it, “An enormously fruitful idea we will draw upon from the continental tra-
dition is the one expressed by Husserl’s expression ‘der Nullpunkt’ (the zero point)” (2016, p. 148). As they indicate, 
this is a fruitful idea precisely because it has relevance to a number of problems, including: the intrinsic aspects of phe-
nomenality, phenomenal intentionality and non-reflective self-awareness; sensory-perceptual experience; voluntary-
action experience – including self-agency/self as origin; the temporal structure of experience; and a variety of cognitive 
processes that involve desire, intention formation, and belief formation. I’ll return to the issue of whether they remain 
faithful to Husserl’s specific interpretation of the zero-point. 

Another ongoing discussion of the zero-point in analytic philosophy of mind can be seen in Christopher Peacocke’s 
(1992) notion of ‘scenario content’ which involves a point of origin, which he locates in the middle of the chest. Pea-
cocke draws this idea from Gareth Evans’s concept of the egocentric spatial frame of reference. There is, however, some 
debate in the literature about whether the egocentric spatial frame of reference actually involves a zero-point. On the 
one hand, Quassim Cassam (1997) explicitly links Evans’ analysis of the egocentric spatial frame of reference to Hus-
serl’s zero-point and writes that “the Body … is the zero point or point of origin of egocentric spatial perception” (1997, 

1	 Note that Husserl uses the term ‘zero-point’ differently in a number of other contexts pertaining to affectivity and temporality (see, e.g., 
Husserl, 2012). 
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p. 53). Likewise, Lilian Alweiss (2018) recently made the same link defending Husserl’s notion of the lived body as the 
zero-point in contrast to what she takes to be Evans and Cassam’s reference to a material, objective body. On the other 
hand, Rick Grush (2005; see Briscoe & Grush, 2017) argues that Evans pre-figured sensory-motor contingency theo-
ries of the sort that one finds in Alva Noë (2004; also see Gallagher, 2024 for discussion of this point). As Evans puts it 
(1982, p. 160): “There is only one egocentric space, because there is only one behavioural space,” emphasizing the corre-
lation between perception and action and the experience of space. Thus, Evans states:

[... H]aving the perceptual information at least partly consists in being disposed to do various 
things ... The subject hears the sound as coming from such and such a position, but how is this 
position to be specified? We envisage specifications like this: he hears the sound up, or down, to 
the right or to the left, in front or behind, or over there. It is clear that these terms are egocen-
tric terms: they involve the specification of the position of the sound in relation to the observer’s 
own body. But these egocentric terms derive their meaning from their (complicated) connec-
tions with the actions of the subject … (Evans, 1985, pp. 383-384)

I will not try to resolve the issue about how to interpret Evans, although I’ll suggest that with Grush’s interpretation we 
can start to see some complications that challenge the very notion of a zero-point. Some of these complications involve 
the fact that our mobile eyes are set within a head that can turn, and which is attached to a body that can turn, bend, as-
sume different postures, and move from place to place. The concept of a zero-point tends to be modeled on a stationary 
point of view, the ‘here’ and ‘now’ which is only the limiting case of a mobile point of view. What we see, hear, touch, 
taste and smell is conditioned by what we do, and what we are capable of doing —our pragmatic possibilities based on 
the sensorimotor capacities of our bodies. “In ordinary experience, perception and movement are always united. I touch 
something by moving the arm. I see something by moving the head and eyes. What is perceived is perceived as nearby 
and perhaps reachable, or further way, as something that can be approached and explored” (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2020). 
Our perceptual organs (eyes, hands, ears, etc.) function in a way that is intertwined with our body’s kinesthetic experi-
ence (Husserl, 2013). I’ll argue that these are factors that complicate claims about a zero-point.

2.  Three conceptions of the zero-point

It’s well known that in western philosophical traditions vision is the dominant metaphor for cognition. That aside, the 
actual experience of vision suggests that there is something like an origination point; but what precisely is this point, 
and what do we mean by it? There seem to be three options. 

—	The zero-point is a real physical (physiological) point where visual information is processed

—	The zero-point is a geometrical (ideal) point, the intersection of a set of lines that we might draw from objects back 
to our perceiving body

—	The zero-point is a phenomenological point that we experience prereflectively as part of our visual experience

It will be useful to explore all of these options (also see section “Zero-points and self-location”). First, concerning a 
physical zero-point, consider a description of egocentric spatial organization given by Merker (2013, pp. 9-10). Atten-
tion is said to originate from a single point located inside our body, namely “at the proximal-most end of any line of 
sight or equivalent line of attentional focus.” What we find in the objective physiology of normal binocular vision, how-
ever, is a real mix of processes happening across a complex set of anatomical structures. We might look for a physical 
zero-point in a number of these places. Might we find it at the optic nerve where retina is connected to the rest of the 
visual system? But, assuming we have two eyes, we operate two optic nerves, and a visual center cannot be in two places. 
The optic chiasm, then, where signals tend to meet? But the optic chiasm is a structure (not a zero-point) where a divi-
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sion or diversification rather than integration occurs (signals from respectively left and right sides of the retinas cross-
ing contralaterally rather than meeting up). Is there a zero-point in the cortex? It’s well known that what we find in the 
visual cortex is distributed processing in different areas (V1, V2, V3 …) and no one place (a Cartesian theater) where it 
all comes together. Moreover, if there were some place of visual binding, the binding itself would be of a complex visual 
scene and we would still have to specify some kind of zero-point related to that scene. 

One possible candidate for a physiological zero-point related to vision —a mid-brain structure called the superior col-
liculus [SC] (in mammalian brains; the optic tectum in other vertebrates). Neurons in the surface layers of the SC re-
ceive direct input from retinas and almost exclusively respond to visual stimuli. SC is involved in behavioral responses 
toward specific points in egocentric space —the result of visual stimulation or attention. It contains one or more top-
ographical maps correlated with retinotopic coordinates that are activated in ways that allow the organism to respond 
(e.g., with eye movements or head turns, or shifts of attention) to points in egocentric space (Katyal et al., 2010).2 The 
SC may be activated by visual input or by cortical activation. 

Note, however, that the SC is bicameral —some neuroscientists refer to it in the plural; thus, “In each SC, the map rep-
resents the contralateral visual field” (Katyal et al., 2010, 3075). This duality clearly challenges the idea that there is a 
zero-point located somewhere on the SC (or colliculi) maps. The fact that there is more than one map, and that the 
maps are organized in different layers complicates things. In the end, then, if we are looking for a clear physiological lo-
cus for the zero-point, it’s not clear where we can find it. This lack of a physical candidate also highlights the fact that if 
there is an experiential zero-point (visually or otherwise) it is not necessarily the case that its neurophysiological corre-
late (if there is such a thing) will be isomorphically a zero-point.

When we start to think of different types of experiences —not just perception and its spatial framework— the notion 
of a localizable zero-point gets more obscure. As Marchetti (2024, p. 8) points out, citing Revonsuo (2006), “Our emo-
tions are located somewhere in our body; we feel our memories as originating and located in ourselves; we have ideas 
and thoughts in our mind, etc.” But it’s difficult to point to any origination points for any of these experiences. More 
generally, the zero-point remains “elusive” (Williford et  al., 2012; 2018; Marchetti, 2024). If the zero-point were a 
physical thing, like an eye, even then it “is excluded from the contents of consciousness by the same geometric necessity 
that prevents an eye from viewing itself, though it is the instrument for viewing all else” (Merker, 2013, p. 10).

The idea of a geometrical zero-point has been proposed by Blanke and Metzinger (2009) to characterize the origin of 
the seeing subject’s embodied perspective. They call this a weak first-person perspective which could be understood 
as “a purely geometrical feature” of our visuospatial presentation of reality. This would be an ideal (unreal) geometri-
cal point, located on some virtual or ideal axis. Horgan and Nichols (2016) refer to it as “Husserl’s mathematical met-
aphor” and they link it to Cartesian coordinates, i.e., where the x and y axes meet. But this does not seem to be what 
Husserl means by zero-point since his claim is that the “lived body has the unique distinction of bearing in itself the 
zero point (Nullpunkt) of all these orientations” (1989, §41a). Accordingly, Husserl’s claim is not purely formal or geo-
metrical; it’s about something that we literally experience —an experiential zero-point. Merleau-Ponty makes this clear: 
for phenomenology, 

Space is no longer what it was in [Descartes’] Dioptric, a network of relations between objects 
such as would be seen by a witness to my vision or by a geometer looking over it and reconstruct-
ing it from outside. It is, rather, a space reckoned starting from me as the zero point or degree 
zero of spatiality. I do not see it according to its exterior envelope; I live in it from the inside; 
I am immersed in it. After all, the world is all around me, not in front of me. (Merleau-Ponty, 
1964, p. 178) 

2	 I thank Sucharit Katyal for calling this to my attention at a conference on the First-Person Science of Consciousness – Theories, Methods, 
Applications. Witten, Germany (23-25 May 2019).
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The idea that the zero-point is part of our experience is also defended by Barry Dainton who proposes that “in any per-
ceiving, experiential contents of whatever type can only seem to be presented to a subject if the subject itself has the im-
pression of being itself spatially related to what it is perceiving. Ordinary human phenomenal fields are thus centred 
rather than centreless” (Dainton, 2016, p. 130). More than perception is included in human phenomenal fields, how-
ever. There are obviously other experiences that are also characterized by first-personal phenomenality. Consider feel-
ings of joy, despair, or shame. Does it seem that their phenomenality is more centered than distributed?

What could count as an embodied experiential zero-point? There are several candidates that we can consider. For ex-
ample, could the zero-point correspond with the blind spot? It seems not, since that point is both outside the body 
and outside of our phenomenology, that is, we don’t experience it in normal vision. Could it be at the experienced fo-
cal point of our attention? This would seem to be on the wrong side of the intentional relation. That is, Husserl de-
scribes the zero-point as something pertaining to the subjective noetic aspect of consciousness (the focusing) rather 
than to the noematic side, that is, the intentional (focused-upon) object in the perceptual field. Moreover, with respect 
to the perceptual field, the phenomenology of vision is more complex than what’s in focus or in focusing. It is never just 
perception of a focal point, but always includes a periphery, a horizon —a visual landscape arrayed in front of us.3 The 
important question is whether that visual landscape refers us back to something of the lived body that we experience 
prereflectively as we experience the world? Even if a positive answer recommends itself, is that experience ever an expe-
rience of a zero-point? Philosophers like Dorothée Legrand (2011) and Helena De Preester (2007) contend that this 
prereflective and non-transitive awareness of one’s own body is not of a bare orientation point but of an experienced 
volume, a kind of substantial thickness of one’s “deep” body. In this regard, the experiencing subject is more than a per-
spectival zero-point; phenomenologically, it is something > 0. 

Also, vision is never just bare vision; vision always involves cross-modal connections with other senses. Husserl (2013) 
indicates that it involves kinaesthesia. For example, ocular muscles operate such that they allow us to focus, providing 
an implicit sense of movement that is part of visual experience. Perception more generally is intermodal —vision, for 
example, registers in other sense modalities, in the same way that taste is not strictly on the tongue. Hearing is in stereo 
since we typically listen with two ears, and it’s the position and distance between our ears that define our sense of where 
the source of the sound is. Likewise, if we are moving or if the object is moving, we might think that a trajectory rather 
than a zero point is involved. 

The idea of a trajectory is related to the fact that there is an underlayment to perception that includes bodily dimen-
sions and motoric processes. Vision is embedded in an articulated hierarchy of moving parts and degrees of freedom: 
the eyes move; the head turns; the torso turns; I can move up or down or laterally to change my perspective. Vision is 
thick with both the possibility and actuality of motoric kinaesthesis. This cross-modality is also reflected in the organi-
zation of the superior colliculus in which deeper neuronal layers involve multi-sensory integration. 

3.  The sensorium moves, and a clue from Bermúdez

I suggest that having two ears is like having two eyes and, accordingly, the auditory sensorium also operates with complex dis-
parities. Taste is no simpler; there are (at least) three areas of the palate and tongue (as wine connoisseurs know well), with 
taste also a distributed process that involves at least one nose. It’s difficult to find any 0s in the accounts of any of these senses.

3	 Things are complicated in vision, not only physiologically, but as one gets closer to the conscious aspects of vision. Aspects of vision that 
we rarely notice but that we can be made aware of include binocular disparities (required for depth perception), motion parallax, and phys-
iological diplopia. In the case of the latter, for example, an object outside the point of focus may be seen as double. This is typically edited 
out/suppressed by the brain so we are unaware of it, but some children notice it and complain of double vision. In fact, they have normal 
vision and they simply have to learn to ignore the diplopia.
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In touch there are multiple lines of orientation since touch potentially involves not only two haptically oriented hands 
but can also involve different parts of the body as well as proprioception and kinaesthesia. This becomes clear when we 
consider haptic movement. 

Indeed, one might suspect that the zero-point as a standard of orientation is better conceived in motoric terms, or in 
terms of enactive sensory-motor contingencies. In this regard, Merleau-Ponty weighs in. Like Gareth Evans (at least on 
one interpretation), he is not in favor of the zero-point. Merleau-Ponty discusses, but never takes up Husserl’s notion 
of the zero-point of orientation. In his Sorbonne lectures (2010), in a running commentary on Husserl, he summarizes 
Husserl’s idea of the zero-point without endorsing it (2010, p. 75); he later uses it to describes von Uexküll’s view of the 
Umwelt. Rather than the zero-point Merleau-Ponty discusses a more holistic body schema as the organizer of the per-
ceptual field; the body enacts a “motor-perceiving” (2010, p. 216). There is, first, 

the postural schema. All the elements of position totalized are either in series or simultaneously… 
and referred to the space of the world. Second, more generally there is an intersensorial system of 
equivalences that functions as a whole…. Third, there is an account taken of my movements….
The corporal schema furnishes me with the tracing that intervenes in the reading of the world 
(e.g., the active movements of the eye and the rest of the world despite the movement of images). 
(2010, p. 217) 

If perception is enactive, even if it is visual perception, it involves not just eyes but bodily position, hands and the de-
grees of freedom that define whether I can reach the object or not. What allows for this is a thick and articulated 
schema, rather than a zero-point. In the Visible and Invisible, Merleau-Ponty talks about the body as “a dimensional 
this” —a “field” (1968, p. 260). He takes Husserl’s well-known example of one hand touching the other hand and then 
reversing the touching and touched (what Merleau-Ponty calls ‘reversibility’) and he finds a shifting difference (écart) 
between them rather than a zero-point. The touching never hits zero —it is always on the verge, always “offset”— he 
calls it the “zero of being which is not nothingness (p. 260) —a zero that is always something more than zero.

Merleau-Ponty characterizes movement in a way that undercuts anything like a zero-point:

The movements of one’s own body are naturally invested with a certain perceptual significa-
tion, they form a [well-articulated] system with external phenomena so tightly woven that exter-
nal perception “takes account” of the movements of the perceptual organs, and it finds in them, 
if not the explicit explanation, then at least the motive for the intervening changes in the specta-
cle and can thereby understand these changes immediately (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p. 49; empha-
sis added)

Charles Taylor draws on Merleau-Ponty and explains this perhaps more clearly:

Our perceptual field has an orientational structure . . . In those rare moments where we lose orien-
tation, we don’t know where we are; and we don’t know where or what things are either; we lose 
the thread of the world, and our perceptual field is no longer our access to the world, but rather 
the confused debris into which our normal grasp on things crumbles. . . . (Taylor, 1995, p. 23; 
emphasis added)

This kind of confusion seems unlikely if we carry around a zero-point that anchors our perspective.

It is not just that the field’s perspective centers on where I am bodily —this by itself doesn’t 
show that I am essentially an agent. But take the up-down directionality of the field. What is it 
based on? Up and down are not simply related to my body; up is not just where my head is and 
down where my feet are. For I can be lying down, or bending over, or upside down . . . I have to 
maintain myself upright to act, or in some way align my posture with gravity. Without a sense of 
‘which way is up’, I falter into confusion. (Taylor, 1995, p. 23)
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I note that in contrast to up and down, left and right may be more firmly anchored to one’s body, not just in regard to 
what Kant pointed out about hands being incongruent counterparts (Kant, 1992; Gallagher, 2006), but in terms of the 
right always being on one’s right (to the right of one’s body) and the left being on one’s left, and this doesn’t matter if 
we turn around, or are upside down. If we are more anchored by our body in these lateral directions, that fact can only 
establish a centered axis. We would need to have a similar arrangement with up and down (which we don’t, as Taylor 
indicates) to establish something like the reticle or crosshair of a zero-point.

José Bermúdez (2005) also gives us reason to move away from the idea of a single zero-point, or single egocentric spatial 
frame of reference. He suggests three frames of reference.

1.	 The object-relative spatial frame of reference. For example, when reaching one’s hand to grasp an object there is a 
trajectory from the initial position of the hand to the position of the relevant object. That trajectory links hand and 
object in the same “object relative” spatial framework, which is equivalent (following Evans) to what is standardly 
called the ego- [or body-] centric spatial frame of reference.

The important point is that in the object-relative spatial frame of reference the orientation is centered on the hand that 
is reaching. If the other hand was doing the reaching, there would be a different hand-centric frame of reference. Like-
wise in the case of kicking with my left versus right foot, etc. 

In addition, however, Bermúdez identifies two more spatial frames of reference. 

2.	 The internal spatial framework: in some kinds of actions, one has to calibrate between the object/body-centric 
framework and an internal organization (keeping track of one limb’s relative to other limbs). His example is return-
ing a volleyball —we need to keep track of the ball in egocentric space, but also we need to keep track of how our 
hands relate to one another. 

3.	 The orientation frame of reference. This is equivalent to what Charles Taylor describes in reference to gravity and 
orientation (involving vision, kinaesthesia, and vestibular processes for position and balance). 

These three spatial frameworks need to be integrated in our experienced action. Accordingly, we get a three-fold, more 
complex gestalt structure rather than anything as simple as a zero-point. A good example of this is something we do eve-
ryday: dressing. Putting on your clothes involves a complex set of movements that require coordination in all three spa-
tial frames of reference. 

Even if we focus on just the first, object-relative or egocentric frame of reference, there is a complication. When I reach 
to grab an object I usually do so as I visually focus on it, or at least make a quick glance to determine its location. So, si-
multaneously it seems I have a visual zero-point seeming centered in the neighborhood of my eyes, plus a zero-point 
centered at my hand. Imagine the act of punting in a game of American football where you are preparing to catch and 
then kick the ball that is coming toward you —there would be three object-relative zero-points involving eyes, hands, 
and foot— all coordinated by an articulated and dynamically changing body schema rather than any one stationary 
zero-point. Mathematically, of course, 0(n) = 0; or 0+0+0 = 0. But that’s not the rule here. A plurality of zero-points is 
not equivalent to a zero-point; 0+0+0 = a bodily configuration.

The above-zero complexity increases when we fold in the other spatial frameworks identified by Bermúdez. When I 
reach to grab an object, as he indicates, 

it is natural to suggest that the axes that determine particular proprioceptive frames of reference 
are centered on particular body-parts, just as are the axes determining the frames of reference for 
perceptual content and basic intentions. The picture that emerges, therefore, is of a number of 
different representations of space, within each of which we find representations both of bodily 
and of non-bodily location. So, for example, we might imagine reaching behavior to be controlled 
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by an egocentric frame of reference centered at some location on the hand…. Despite its appeal-
ing economy, however, this account is ultimately unacceptable, because of a fundamental disan-
alogy between the bodily space of proprioception and the egocentric space of perception and ac-
tion. (2005, p. 309)

Proprioceptive awareness of our own body is not egocentric —it’s not oriented around an origin. Even haptic touch re-
flects this lack of a zero-point. Consider that I can attend to an environmental object with my haptic hands. With my 
hands I can shift attention from the tactile feel of the object to the temperature I experience on my skin, or from what 
the object feels like, to what my hand feels like as I move it on the object. In this case there is no one zero-point that or-
ganizes my exploration; nor is there any shift from one clearly defined point to another. If in our visual attention we 
were to shift from point A in the visual field, to point B in the visual field, one might think that a zero-point is formed 
at the vortex located near the eyes. If this is a zero-point, it’s not the type of zero-point that could be associated with 
my hands’ haptic touch. My hands, moreover, are involved in both my tactile and temperature attending experience 
that may be distributed across several fingers or several parts of my hand – they are not confined to one point, and they 
are not oriented around one point in anything like a vortex arrangement. Rather, as my body, my eyes, my hands move 
throughout this exploration it’s a matter of a complex set of trajectories rather than any one zero-point.

What Merleau-Ponty calls reversibility, or the enveloping relations that characterize my body (1968, p. 260), disrupts 
any concept of zero-point. The kind of doubling of sensation in hand-touching-hand is not zero-pointed, but ambigu-
ously distributed. In this case, attention does not originate in my head or chest; attention is in my hands; and my hands 
are not located in an egocentric spatial framework —the lived-proprioceptive location of my hands belongs to a global 
proprioceptive spatial framework (Bermúdez, 2005; Gallagher, 2006). According to Merleau-Ponty, “the spatiality of 
the body must descend from the whole to the parts, my left hand and its position must be implicated in an overall bod-
ily plan and must have their origin there” (2012, p. 101). The spatiality of the body “is not, like the spatiality of external 
objects or of ‘spatial sensations’, a positional spatiality; rather, it is a situational spatiality” (2012, p. 102). 

One can say, as Merleau-Ponty does, that perception is indexed to the body as a center. But given how bodily space is 
organized, this is different from saying that it is indexed to a zero-point. A zero-point defined in objective, Cartesian 
or geometrical terms, cannot be found in the perceiving or acting body given the complexities mentioned above. As 
Bermúdez points out, the proprioceptive organization of the body is not equivalent to an objective geometry that one 
might associate with the egocentric frame of reference (1998, pp. 152-153). If, as he indicates, proprioception does not 
organize the differential spatial order of the body around an origin, this means that whereas one can say that this book 
is closer to me (my body) than that book over there, one cannot say that my foot is closer to me than my hand. As Mer-
leau-Ponty puts it, “When the word ‘here’ is applied to my body it does not designate a determinate position in relation 
to other positions or in relation to external coordinates …” it expresses “the situation of the body confronted with its 
tasks” (2012, pp. 102-103).

4.  Zero-points and self-location

Despite all of these complexities involved in the sensory-motor aspects of perception and action it may still seem 
highly intuitive that our spatial experience is organized around a zero-point that we prereflectively experience as 
such. Indeed, there have been empirical and microphenomenological studies that claim to show that there is some-
thing like a zero-point, or a precise location of the experiencing self. Consider, for example, the study by Franco Ber-
tossa et al. (2008). They used what is now called a microphenomenological, structured interview method to investi-
gate where subjects would locate their perceiving I (the “I-that-perceives”). It turns out that a high percentage (83%) 
of subjects located their perceiving I in the temporal area of the head centered midway behind the eyes. Subjects in-
cluded fifty-four (54) sighted western individuals, eight (8) blind subjects and five (5) non-western subjects. This 
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looks like strong evidence that there is a phenomenological sense of a specific perceptual zero-point – precisely the 
kind of thing that Husserl was describing. Some of the details of the experiment, however, should lead us to discount 
this idea.

The interview procedure starts by asking about the location of objects in egocentric space, specifically asking about 
the distance of objects from one’s body. The interview then probes the subject’s sense of up and down, and then their 
sense of themselves as a perceiving subject. During the interview subjects are tested on their proprioceptive ability 
(with their eyes closed) to “recognize” various parts of their body. Just at this point, however, there is a subtle shift in 
the way the interviewer refers to the subject. The interviewer had been using the pronoun ‘you’. For example, the in-
terviewer asks: “Can you tell me where the ceiling is with respect to you?” Or, “How close is this object to you?” The 
shift then occurs when the interviewer begins to reference “the I.” Indeed, it is an odd question that the interviewer 
asks: “Is your hand ‘I’, or does your ‘I’ perceive through your hand? Although the scare quotes around the ‘I’ appear in 
the textual report, it’s not clear what they signify, or how those scare quotes were handled during the interview. Us-
ing the idiom of ‘the I’ the interviewer then asks about the location of various body parts relative to the ‘I’. For exam-
ple, the interviewer asks: “Is there a zone between your belly and your throat that you feel is closer [to the I]?” Subjects 
then say that the throat is closer. Pursuing this line of questioning the subject is led to actually point to a location of 
the ‘I’ inside the head.

Although it is not absolutely clear in Bertossa et al. (2008), it seems that during the interview the I becomes reified 
and subjects are then asked to locate various body parts relative to this reified I, and finally to locate the I itself. One 
has to wonder whether the shift to talking about ‘the I’ isn’t similar to the shift made by Descartes between the cog-
ito and the ‘res cogitans’. What would happen if the interviewer stayed with the pronoun ‘you’? The question would 
be something like the following: “Is your ankle closer to you than your chin?” It is quite possible to answer that ques-
tion by saying “My ankle and chin are both part of me; one is not closer to me than the other.” Indeed, at least one 
subject tried to answer in this way by saying that “the I” corresponded to his whole body, at which point the inter-
viewer asks him for an explanation: “why do you say that your ‘I’ coincides with your whole body?” to which the sub-
ject answers “I really have no idea.” (p. 332). It’s not clear, however, that this last ‘I’ (who has no idea) is the same ‘I’ 
that is being located.

In other words, it is not clear that such a reified ‘I’ is what Husserl discusses when he associates the lived body with the 
zero-point. I suggest that something about the prereflective nature of experience gets lost in the procedure of trying to 
locate the zero-point. Bertossa et al., however, have no doubt that the ‘I’ is “placed somewhere near the centre of [the] 
head. This seat corresponds to a ‘point zero’, the origin (0,0,0) point of a Cartesian spatial geometric framework, whose 
axes are defined by the subjects’ experience of what lies closer or farther in front or behind, above, or below, where their 
sense of ‘I’ and their sense of ‘here’ are felt to coincide” (2008, p. 333).

Alsmith and Longo (2013, p.  71) note that “the inherent diversity and flexibility of multi-sensory integration pro-
cesses” can lead subjects to locate the self in different locations in the body. They also note that the study by Bertossa 
et al. (2008) doesn’t allow for this possibility. In their own study they asked subjects to adjust a pointer to indicate the 
experienced location of the self. 

So which part of the body counts as you? Our results suggest that no single body part is judged 
as the unique seat of the self. Beyond a certain spatial resolution, self-location judgements are 
ambiguous between at least two locations, though when forced to judge this ambiguity can be 
resolved according to contextual factors. When asked to point directly at themselves, in both 
haptic and visual modalities, our participants’ judgements were clearly affected by the starting lo-
cation of the pointer. Participants most frequently chose to point to one of two likely parts of the 
body according to which they reached first, upper face or upper torso…. To the extent that such 
self-location judgements tell us anything about our concept of the self as a spatial entity, they tell 
us that the concept is inherently ambiguous. (Alsmith & Longo, 2013, pp. 73-74)
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There are other studies that attempt to specify the location of the self. The self, of course, can be defined in numerous 
ways and in such studies the goal is not necessarily to find a zero-point-self. In some ingenious whole-body (or out-of-
body) illusion experiments conducted by Olaf Blanke’s group (e.g., Ionta et al., 2011), experimenters were able to ma-
nipulate the location of the first-person perspective and self-location where self is equated with the whole body. In their 
questionnaires they ask questions such as “How strong was the feeling that the body you saw was you?” In this respect, 
although they are asking about bodily location, they are not reifying the self. They found that activation in the left 
and right Temporal Parietal Junction (TPJ) correlated with changes in experienced changes in body location. In such 
whole-body illusion experiments where, for example, the subject feels as if they are floating, the first-person perspec-
tive follows the experienced body. One modulates the first-person perspective and self-location by manipulating tac-
tile, visual, somatosensory and vestibular contributories, which implies that the first-person perspective is not simple, 
but is underpinned by complex processes. As Ionta et al. indicate, the TPJ integrates multisensory signals, and its “re-
ceptive fields are most often large and bilateral, may encompass the face, trunk, hemibody, or entire body, and have bi-
modal visuo-tactile receptive fields that are anchored to the body” (2011, p. 371). But the TPJ, like the SC, is just one 
of a large number of brain areas activated for self-related phenomena (see Legrand & Ruby, 2009; Vogeley & Gallagher, 
2011). It may be closer to the truth to say that in whatever way we define the self it involves at least the whole brain to-
gether with the whole body (see Gallagher, 2013). 

5.  Attending or acting with others

Before I suggest a better way to deal with the complexity and ambiguity of the perceiving and acting self that the notion 
of a zero-point is supposed to fix, let me add one more complicated dimension. If one’s individual perception or action 
has a complex gestalt-like framing, this can be even more complex in cases of joint attention and joint action. We can 
think of joint attention as a “basic joint action” (Fiebich & Gallagher, 2013), and then consider that in most joint ac-
tions one needs to coordinate one’s movements with others. For example, as two people engage in moving a bookcase 
through a doorframe all three spatial frames of reference identified by Bermúdez, times two, are involved. The coordi-
nation of my own two-handed grip, together with my general balance, together with my perception of the doorframe 
through which we need to navigate, and whatever ongoing movements we might have to make to adjust the angle of 
the bookcase to ease it through, must be coordinated with your movements which in some instances may throw me off 
balance. In joint actions that involve two-person synchronic, correlated movement patterns, one’s lived body schema 
meshes with the other person’s to form a “joint body schema” —which involves an integration of one’s peripersonal 
space with the other’s (Soliman & Glenberg, 2014). This is an explicit case of what Merleau-Ponty calls intercorpore-
ity, and it involves a complex gestalt of 3x2 spatial frames of reference rather than two individual or one collective zero-
point(s).

Similar things can be said with respect to communicative interactions. Indeed, Jürgen Habermas makes a related sugges-
tion, describing an organization of space surrounding two or more speakers. He suggests that it is the speech situation, 
encompassing two or more speakers, rather than the body of the individual subject, that is the center around which the 
context is ordered. We could think of this in terms of Merleau-Ponty’s concept of “situational spatiality.” In such situa-
tions, the first-person standpoint is really taken up into a second-person standpoint, in both an experiential and spatial 
sense, as we are speakers and actors alongside others.

The common speech situation constitutes the center —and not, for instance, my body, as an anthro-
pologizing phenomenology has claimed— in which social spaces (staggered concentrically according 
to depth and width) and historical times (arranged three-dimensionally) converge prior to any objec-
tivation through measuring operations…. I, in my body, and I, as my body, find myself always already 
occupying an intersubjectively shared world, whereby these collectively inhabited lifeworlds telescope 
into each other, overlap, and entwine like text and context. (Habermas, 1998, p. 244)
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This “always already” situation of intersubjectivity complicates the concept of a zero-point and precisely points away 
from the very notion.4 

To summarize, the idea of an experiential zero-point characterizing embodied spatial experience is not to be found in 
the sensory realm (vision, touch, etc.), in the motoric realm of action, in the realm of self-experience, or in the social 
realm of interaction, joint action, joint attention, or communicative interaction.

6.  The alternative: The agentive situation

Let’s consider one more attempt to make sense of the notion of a zero-point, and then turn to an alternative proposal. 
Horgan and Nichols (2016) attempt to stay with the notion of zero-point (drawing from Husserl), but they almost im-
mediately start to use the phrase ‘zero-point aspects’. For example, under this heading they include two of Bermúdez’s 
three spatial frameworks, allowing for (1) a plurality of zero-points (e.g., associated with hands in haptic exploration, 
and (2) the orientation framework (à la Taylor and Bermúdez).

For instance, the up/down axis of one’s visual-presentational experience seems heavily dependent 
upon certain aspects of tactile and kinesthetic sensory-perceptual experience: roughly, down is 
the direction of the surface to which one’s body at rest is attached, and toward which one’s body 
moves when unattached to any surface. This up/down axis [is involved in perception of] objects 
in the ambient environment as located within an implicit reference frame that includes the direc-
tions of up and down. The up/down axis also is a zero-point aspect of visual-perceptual experi-
ence. (Horgan & Nichols, 2016, pp. 149)

Recall, as noted by Taylor, the up-down axis involves not just bodily directionality, but also environmental constraints, 
such as gravity. Whatever this axis is, it experientially extends into the environment. Horgan and Nichols call this a 
zero-point aspect. They continue:

Some aspects of external-world-representing tactile experience seem centered on one or several 
zero points that coincide with certain specific body parts that themselves are also explicitly repre-
sented tactilely; for instance my tactile experience of the dumbell’s shape seems centered on my 
two hands, one of which feels (via gripping) the cylindrical shaft and the other of which feels the 
shape of one of the weight-plates to which the shaft is attached. Other aspects of external-world-
representing tactile experience —for instance, my tactile experience of the dumbell’s heaviness, 
and my tactile experience of the balance of this heaviness on its two ends— seems centered upon 
a zero point that coincides with my entire body (Horgan & Nichols, 2016, p. 149; emphasis added)

Although they suggest that “[o]ne experiences being located at a specific sensory-perceptual zero point …” —it doesn’t 
seem that a zero-point aspect is a zero-point if it’s a linear axis or a trajectory in movement, or if it coincides with the 
whole body. In their insightful analysis of a number of phenomena, Horgan and Nichols define the notion of ‘zero-
point aspects’ to signify those pre- or non-reflective aspects of self-experience that do not involve explicit self (I*) rep-
resentation —but it is not clear what the concept ‘zero-point’ per se adds to their analysis, and it does not seem equiva-
lent to their starting point in Husserl’s use of the term. Accordingly, I suggest that there is zero point to using the term 
‘zero-point’ in such cases.

4	 In contrast, Schutz and Luckmann borrow Husserl’s notion of the zero-point, the center of a system of spatial coordinates, use it to define 
what they term the ‘zone of operation’ (similar to George Herbert Mead’s notion of ‘manipulatory area’), and apply these concepts in so-
cial analysis (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, pp. 36, 41ff).
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How then should we think of these specific aspects of spatial experience in perception and action? Should we take the 
various objections against the zero-point to be a mere terminological issue? I think it is more than a terminological is-
sue. The point of questioning the zero-point concerns the role of the first-person embodied perspective and its phe-
nomenology. The first-person perspective seems not to be reducible to a zero-point, and the lived body is more than a 
collection of zero-points; more also than a geometrical res extensa. It involves an experiential “thickness,” an ambiguity, 
as well as temporally attuned motor-control processes and situated affective processes that enable and delimit percep-
tion, and action. In contrast to an abstract origin-point anchoring the “thin” lines of a geometrical mapping of direc-
tional attention in perception or action, experience extends across a multitude of intersecting dimensions that include 
affective and interoceptive processes (De Preester, 2007; Tsakiris & De Preester, 2018), as well as multiple affordances 
that configure the agent’s situation (for example, what the agent can reach and grasp while keeping an eye on what she 
can’t yet reach and at the same time attending to what her partner can or can’t reach and grasp). Such aspects get lost in 
an analysis that focuses on the abstract concept of zero-point. This abstraction is reflected in the fact that, in the end, 
Horgan and Nichols revert to discussions of abstract cognitive architecture rather than embodied subjectivity to ex-
plain zero-point perspective – on their view such perspective is “cognitive-architecturally implemented by zero-point 
representations.”

What such an analysis and the notion of a zero-point itself overlook is what I’ll call, drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s no-
tion of a “situational spatiality,” the notion of an agentive situation.5 The situation of an agent is not equivalent to the 
external environment; rather, the situation includes the agent and environment or the agent-in-environment. It’s de-
fined in relation to the performance of actions structured by varying affordances and characterized by different time 
scales and degrees of and kinds of intentionality (Pacherie, 2008). Consider the example of initiating a tennis serve. 
In setting up the serve I may be marginally aware that I’m swaying back and forth on my feet which habitually transi-
tions into a posture where the action of my throwing hand moves in close synchrony with the swing of my racket which 
is gripped in my other hand. My visual attention is on a specific zone located on the other side of the net while at the 
same time I’m aware of my opponent’s position and am anticipating my subsequent response to his return. Some inter-
oceptive processes may be distracting me if my stomach is upset, or I have a painful injury that requires that I adjust my 
movements. Where should we locate the zero-point in this situation, which spans subpersonal processes of motor in-
tentionality measured in elementary time scales of msecs, integrative processes of present conscious intentions-in-action 
measured in seconds, as well as longer-term distal intentions that define it in terms of playing tennis to win? Even if we 
considered a postural snapshot of some moment of the action, unless we equate the zero-point with the agent’s abstract 
center of gravity at that time-point, there is no one point on which to center the action; there is at the very least a com-
plex set of coordinations —one foot in relation to the other, two hands in relation to each other while being in relation 
to ball and racket, respectively, while the agent is perceptually attending to a targeted zone and the other player. On this 
conception we should not think of the origin of the action as a zero-point; rather, experience originates in a relational 
system, the structure of which includes elements of the environment (and in this case social/intersubjective elements), 
and where a valanced world of affordances is already pushing and pulling a “thick and deep” embodied subject/agent 
characterized generally by affectivity, its own past history and future interests, and specifically by its ongoing material 
engagement, all of which figure into structuring perception and action.

This idea of the agentive situation is partially captured in three statements that we have already seen, from Merleau-
Ponty, Taylor, and Habermas, respectively.

The movements of one’s own body are naturally invested with a certain perceptual signification, 
they form with the external phenomena a [well-articulated] system. (Merleau-Ponty 2012, 49; em-
phasis added)

5	 For a fuller explanation of this concept, drawing from John Dewey’s concept of situation, see Gallagher (2020, 1.2).
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Our perceptual field has an orientational structure . . . It is not just that the field’s perspective centers 
on where I am bodily —this by itself doesn’t show that I am essentially an agent…. I have to main-
tain myself upright to act, or in some way align my posture with gravity. (Taylor 1978, 23)

I, as my body, find myself always already occupying an intersubjectively shared world, whereby 
these collectively inhabited lifeworlds telescope into each other, overlap, and entwine like text 
and context” (Habermas, 1998, p. 244)

The intertwinement of multiple dimensions —cognitive, affective, motoric, perceptual, interoceptive, to name these 
factors in the most general terms— constitutes a situation that has no synchronic center, but is rather a matter of dy-
namical trajectories that intersect as a set of processes that involve zero zero-points. This is not to deny that there is a 
subject of perception or an agent of action, or that they are one and the same, experientially located in “active coordi-
nates,” “in virtue of the mutually structuring interrelation between his perceptual experience and his basic purposive in-
teraction with the environment” (Brewer 1992, pp. 30-31).6 
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ABSTRACT:  This paper contributes to, and underpins, the project of an integrative account of psychologi-
cal and bodily self-consciousness. Following a trend in the literature that uses the notion of “ownership” to discuss 
self-consciousness, and adapting José Luis Bermúdez’s terminology, I refer to psychological self-consciousness as 
“ψ-ownership” and to bodily self-consciousness as “φ-ownership.” The paper has two main aims. First, it presents a 
methodological framework for the study of ψ- and φ-ownership based on the framework that Bermúdez has put for-
ward for this purpose. My framework involves three desiderata that apply mutatis mutandis to both the ψ and the φ 
domains. By laying out this framework, I clarify the relationship between ownership and the epistemic phenomenon 
of immunity to error through misidentification (both in the ψ and the φ domains), and I highlight the appeal of the 
notion of a phenomenology of ψ- and φ-ownership. Hence, this methodological discussion helps disclose deep similar-
ities between the very explananda of the inquiries into ψ- and φ-ownership. Second, the paper critically examines one 
aspect of Bermúdez’s approach to self-consciousness, namely his explanation of bodily immunity to error in view of 
his defense of the phenomenology of bodily ownership. In order to articulate this criticism, I leverage the conclusions 
of the first half of the paper about ownership and immunity. I suggest that, despite Bermúdez’s explicit advocacy for 
the integrative project, his strategy at this specific point prevents him from seeing this project to completion.

Palabras clave

Autoconsciencia 
Pertenencia psicológica 
Pertenencia corporal 
Inmunidad al error por iden-
tificación errónea

RESUMEN:  Este artículo respalda y contribuye a una explicación integradora de la autoconsciencia psicológica y 
corporal. Siguiendo una tendencia en la literatura que emplea la noción de «pertenencia» (ownership) para analizar 
la autoconsciencia —y adaptando la terminología de José Luis Bermúdez—, en este artículo me refiero a la autocon-
sciencia psicológica como «ψ-pertenencia» y a la autoconsciencia corporal como «φ-pertenencia». El artículo tiene 
dos objetivos principales. En primer lugar, presenta un marco metodológico para el estudio de la ψ- y la φ-pertenencia, 
basado en el marco ya propuesto con anterioridad por Bermúdez. Mi marco incluye tres desiderata que se aplican mu-
tatis mutandis a ambos dominios. Al exponer este marco, aclaro la relación entre esa noción de pertenencia y el fenó-
meno epistémico de la inmunidad al error por identificación errónea (tanto en el ámbito ψ como en el φ), y subrayo el 
atractivo de la postura según la cual existe una fenomenología de la ψ- y la φ-pertenencia. Esta discusión metodológica, 
por tanto, ayuda a revelar similitudes profundas entre nuestros dos explananda (esto es, la autoconsciencia psicológica 
y la corporal). En segundo lugar, el artículo examina críticamente un aspecto del enfoque de Bermúdez sobre la auto-
consciencia: su explicación de la inmunidad al error en el caso corporal, en vista de su defensa de la fenomenología de 
la φ-pertenencia. Para articular esta crítica, retomo las conclusiones de la primera parte del artículo sobre la relación 
entre pertenencia e inmunidad. Sostengo que, a pesar del apoyo explícito de Bermúdez al proyecto integrador, la es-
trategia que adopta en este punto específico le impide llevar dicho proyecto a su plena realización.
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Autokontzientzia 
Jabetza psikologikoa 
Gorputz-jabetza 
Identifikazio okerretik 
sortutako errorearekiko 
immunitatea

LABURPENA:  Lan honek autokontzientzia psikologikoa eta gorputzaren autokontzientzia modu integratzailean azal-
tzeko proiektua aberastu eta sostengatuko du. Autokontzientzia aztertzeko «jabetza» nozioaz baliatzen den literaturako 
ildo bati jarraikiz, eta José Luis Bermúdezen terminologia egokituz, «ψ jabetza» deituko diot autokontzientzia psikologi-
koari, eta «φ jabetza», berriz, gorputzaren autokontzientziari. Bi helburu nagusi ditu lanak. Lehenik, marko metodologiko 
bat aurkeztuko du ψ jabetza eta φ jabetza aztertzeko, Bermúdezek xede horretarako proposatu duen markoan oinarrituta. 
Hiru baldintza barne hartzen ditu nire markoak, eta mutatis mutandis aplikatzen zaizkie ψ eta φ eremuei. Esparru hori azal-
tzean, argi utziko dut zer harreman dagoen, batetik, jabetzaren eta, bestetik, identifikazio oker batetik eratorritako errorea-
ren aurkako immunitatearen fenomeno epistemikoaren artean (bai ψ eremuan, bai φ eremuan), eta nabarmenduko dut inte-
resgarria dela ψ eta φ jabetzen fenomenologiaren nozioa. Horrenbestez, eztabaida metodologiko hori lagungarria da gure bi 
explananda (autokontzientzia psikologikoa eta gorputzaren autokontzientzia) horien arteko antzekotasun sakonak agerian 
jartzeko. Bigarrenik, lanak kritikoki aztertuko du Bermúdezek autokontzientziari buruz duen ikuspegiaren alderdi bat; hain 
zuzen ere, gorputzak errorearekiko duen immunitateari buruzko haren azalpena, φ jabetzaren fenomenologiaren haren al-
dekotasunaren argitan. Kritika hori mamitzeko, lanaren lehenengo zatian jabetzari eta immunitateari buruz ateratako on-
dorioetara itzuliko naiz. Nire iritzian, ikusiko dugunez, Bermúdezek proiektu integratzailea modu esplizituan defendatzen 
badu ere, puntu zehatz horretan darabilen estrategiak ez dio uzten proiektu hori bururaino eramaten.

1.  Introduction: integrating ψ- and φ-ownership

In recent years, debates about self-consciousness in philosophy of mind have introduced the concept of ownership to 
help articulate otherwise traditional debates in this domain. Ownership talk has been found useful because, when sub-
jects express self-consciousness, they often self-attribute certain entities widely taken to be essential to their nature as 
subjects: among such things, importantly, psychological states and properties on the one hand, and bodily states and 
properties on the other. Indeed, the shape that the debate on self-consciousness has traditionally taken is one in which 
we inquire into how subjects see themselves as bearers of psychological states and properties, and they also see them-
selves as embodied. José Luis Bermúdez (2018a) refers to these two sorts of ownership as ψ-ownership and φ-ownership, 
respectively. I assume his terminology in this essay.

Bermúdez is one of the voices in contemporary analytic philosophy of mind that has most clearly advocated for an in-
tegrative account of ψ- and φ-ownership. He has explicitly distanced himself from the tendency to make “[d]ebates 
about bodily ownership and psychological ownership [proceed] independently of each other” (ibid., p. 233), and he has 
strived to develop explanations in each domain that mesh well with explanations in the other. The overarching aim of 
this paper is to contribute to, and to underpin, the project of an integrative account of ψ- and φ-ownership. On the one 
hand, the paper presents a methodological framework for the study of both ψ- and φ-ownership that refines the frame-
work that Bermúdez himself (ibid.) has put forward for this purpose. On the other hand, the paper discusses one aspect 
of Bermúdez’s approach to self-consciousness that, I suggest, actually prevents him from seeing the integrative project 
to completion.

Current discussions on ψ- and φ-ownership have often revolved around the question of whether there is a sense of own-
ership: respectively, a sense that the experiences that we have are our own; or a sense that the body that we feel soma-
tosensorily is our own.1 But what sense means is rather unclear in this context. As it has been used, it sometimes points 
to some sort of phenomenology: respectively, a phenomenal mark that the mental states that we undergo are our own; or 
a phenomenal mark that the body that we feel is our own. Bermúdez, however, has rightfully pointed out that present-

1	 Debates on bodily ownership in philosophy have essentially focused on somatosensation as grounds for judgments. Somatosensation in-
cludes pain, proprioception, kinaesthesia, interoception, sensations related to balance, tactile sensations, and feelings of bodily tempera-
ture. In this paper I too focus on bodily ownership in somatosensation. Throughout the paper, I use “bodily sensation,” “bodily experi-
ence” and “somatosensation” interchangeably.
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ing the discussion on ownership as if it is the phenomenology of ownership that needs to be accounted for “seems un-
wise” (ibid., p. 237) —if only because it requires that participants in the debate take on, from the very outset, substan-
tial commitments as to the existence of such phenomenological traits. 

Another strategy for the study of ψ- and φ-ownership seems wiser. Even those who would rather not commit to the ex-
istence of a phenomenology of ownership will presumably agree that there is an interesting debate to be held around 
the fact that subjects often make judgments of ownership, both ψ- and φ-. Indeed, when subjects have conscious men-
tal states or experiences, they typically report them by using the first-person pronoun “I” in the subject position, and 
attributing the mental state or experience to the subject. Examples of this are “I am sad” or “I am thinking about the 
storm” when declared on the grounds of the relevant experiences, namely, respectively, my feeling sad and my occurrent 
thought about the storm. In turn, when subjects feel sensations in a body, they typically report the sensations by using 
the first person pronoun “my” to refer to the body that they are feeling, thereby self-attributing it. This happens, for in-
stance, in “my chin itches” or “my finger hurts” when declared, respectively, on the grounds of feeling the relevant sen-
sations, namely an itch in the chin or a pain in the finger.2 

A basic tenet of Bermúdez’s framework is that, when we inquire into ψ- and φ-ownership, it is judgments that need to 
be explained (respectively, judgments of ψ-ownership and judgments of φ-ownership, such as “I am sad” or “my chin 
itches”): judgments of ψ- and φ-ownership are our basic data. In this paper, I assume this tenet.

According to Bermúdez, the inquiry into ownership then consists in answering two questions, which apply to both 
types of judgments. On the one hand, a “descriptive-causal question about the source or origins of those judgments” 
(ibid.) —that is, a question about the mechanisms that underlie the production of the self-attributions, given the rele-
vant grounds. On the other hand, “a normative question about the reasons for which those judgments are made” (ibid.) 
—a question about how judgments of ψ- and φ-ownership are justified by their respective grounds. Views on psycholog-
ical ownership are then views that address these questions for judgments in which subjects self-attribute psychological 
states and properties on experiential grounds; and views on bodily ownership are views that address these questions for 
judgments in which subjects self-attribute bodily states and properties on somatosensory grounds. In turn, an integra-
tive approach to ψ- and φ-ownership strives to address these questions in each of the domains, while making sure that 
the answers in one domain mesh well with the answers in the other.

In Section 2 of this paper, I take up the task of outlining the research agenda into ψ- and φ-ownership in a way that as-
sumes, but also refines, Bermúdez’s normative and causal-descriptive questions. My agenda is based on the three desider-
ata for views on φ-ownership that I laid out in Serrahima (2023), and which I succinctly recount in 2.1. Those desiderata, 
I submit, can be extended mutatis mutandis to views on ψ-ownership (as I detail in 2.2). On the basis of these desiderata, 
I make various things explicit. First, how the landscapes of existing views on, respectively, ψ- and φ-ownership, map onto 
each other. Second, how answers to Bermúdez’s normative and causal-descriptive questions need to be constrained, both 
in the ψ and φ domains, by parallel philosophical intuitions on the one hand, and by structurally similar empirical cases on 
the other. And third, how discussions on ψ- and φ-ownership relate to discussions about the epistemic properties of judg-
ments of ownership in both the ψ and φ domains; in particular, to immunity to error through misidentification. 

Hence, although Section 2 puts forward an essentially methodological point, my point there is not merely methodologi-
cal: the methodological discussion —i.e. the definition of desiderata for views on ψ- and φ-ownership— helps disclose 

2	 Alternative, natural expressions of what these two statements express would be “I can feel than my chin itches” and “I feel pain in my fin-
ger.” In these statements, the first-person concept is used, not only to refer to the subject of a body (part), but also to the subject of the sen-
sations by which it is felt (through the italicised pronoun “I”). In other words, in judgments of φ-ownership, ψ-ownership is typically also 
present, even if sometimes only implicitly. I have argued in Serrahima (2024) that this is a very important feature of φ-ownership —one 
that speaks in favour of an integrative approach to ψ- and φ-ownership at that. Bermúdez (2018a, pp. 246-7) also appeals to the signifi-
cance of this feature for the integrative approach. In this paper I want to provide other reasons in favour of the integrative approach, and 
hence I will leave this feature aside.
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deep similarities between the very explananda of the inquiries into ψ- and φ-ownership. When inquiring into ψ- and 
φ-ownership, we follow similar explanatory routes, guided by similar intuitions and empirical cases, simply because we 
are dealing with two aspects of the same phenomenon, i.e. how subjects experience and think of themselves as such. In 
this sense, my discussion in Section 2 contributes to reinforcing the integrative approach to ψ- and φ-ownership.

In Section 3 I move on to discussing one aspect of Bermúdez’s treatment of self-consciousness specially developed 
in his “The Elusiveness Thesis, Immunity to Error through Misidentification, and Privileged Access” (2018b). As it 
turns out, Bermúdez’s views on the nature of ψ- and φ-ownership are significantly different: while he defends that 
there is, indeed, a phenomenology of bodily ownership in bodily sensations (Bermúdez 2018c, 2018d, 2018e, 2020), 
he advocates for the so-called “Elusiveness Thesis” in the psychological domain. In brief this is the thesis that, leaving 
aside bodily sensations, in conscious mental states “the self cannot be an object of introspective awareness” (Bermú-
dez, 2018b, p. 97). 

Section 3 examines this difference in Bermúdez’s approach to ownership vis à vis his account of immunity to error 
through misidentification (IEM). IEM is an epistemic phenomenon that philosophers have identified both in the ψ 
and the φ domains: with some variations, psychological self-attributions on experiential grounds, and bodily self-at-
tributions on somatosensory grounds, have both been found to be immune to error through misidentification. In his 
2018b, Bermúdez offers an account of bodily IEM. He models this account on his view about psychological IEM, by 
proposing what he calls a simple theory in both the ψ and the φ domains (even if his view about psychological IEM, as 
we will see, is based on the Elusiveness Thesis). I will argue that Bermúdez could, much more convincingly, resort di-
rectly to his own commitment to the phenomenology of bodily ownership in his explanation of bodily IEM, especially 
given the explanatory relationship between IEM and the phenomenology of ownership as will be disclosed in Section 2. 
Not doing so, I will suggest, has the undesirable consequence that the phenomenology of bodily ownership appears as 
an epiphenomenon, explanatorily and causally inert.3 I will conclude the paper with a tentative diagnosis of the source 
of Bermúdez’s strategy and a note on the prospects of the integrative project under the light of this diagnosis.

2.  Senses of ownership

2.1.  Explaining φ-ownership

I will start to lay out the agenda for an integrative approach to ownership by focusing, first, on φ-ownership. Consider 
judgments of φ-ownership, such as “my chin itches” or “my finger hurts,” in which one singles out a somatosensorily 
felt body (part) of which one judges that it is one’s own. Let us say that judgments of this sort express awareness that the 
felt body is one’s own.4 An interesting question now is what this awareness consists in: what does it mean, exactly, to be 
aware of the body that one is feeling as one’s own?

Two broad routes are explored on this count. The first says that all there is to this awareness is judgments of 
φ-ownership: bodily ownership is, so to speak, mainly a cognitive achievement, grounded on otherwise “self-less” bodily 

3	 I am indebted to Aarón Álvarez-González for this formulation of the problem.
4	 This awareness that the felt body is one’s own need not be factive. On the one hand, the body (part) in question may not exist, but subjects 

may be aware of it as their own body (part) in the relevant sense. This is often the case in phantom limb experiences. On the other hand, it 
is customary to assume that, in some science-fictional scenarios where one would be wired up to another body, one could be somatosenso-
rily aware of a body (part) that does exist, but that is someone else’s. Here too, as these science-fictional scenarios go, one would be aware of 
the relevant body (part) as one’s own (Wright, 2012; de Vignemont, 2012; García-Carpintero, 2018. But Salje (2017) disputes the custom-
ary description of these science-fictional scenarios). I will briefly come back to this point in 2.3, in discussion of immunity to error through 
misidentification (see fn. 13).
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experiences (Alsmith, 2015; Chadha, 2018). The second route, in contrast, says that there is a phenomenology of bod-
ily ownership, namely that being aware of the body as one’s own consists in experiencing the body as one’s own. As we 
noted above with Bermúdez, the phenomenology of bodily ownership clearly plays the role of an explanans here, rather 
than being an assumption to make at the very outset of the discussion.

Most authors writing about φ-ownership take the phenomenological route —including Bermúdez. Their debate then 
revolves around how the phenomenology of bodily ownership should be specified. Together with Martin (1995), Ber-
múdez (2018c, 2018d, 2018e, 2020) has argued that the phenomenology of bodily ownership consists in the peculiar 
spatial content, and the corresponding spatial phenomenology, of bodily experiences. Others have appealed to affective 
phenomenology (de Vignemont, 2018; Bradley, 2021); agentive phenomenology (Gallese & Sinigaglia, 2010; Peacocke, 
2017; Gallagher, 2019); the peculiar presentation of bodily properties when they are somatosensorily felt (Dokic, 2003; 
Serrahima, 2024); the character of bodily sensations as Husserlian double-sensations (Lotan, 2022); or an irreducible 
mineness quale (Billon, 2017).5

In any case, Bermúdez’s descriptive-causal and normative questions have warned us about a basic constraint one must 
bear in mind when opting for one route or the other. We ultimately need to explain why, in typical judgments about so-
matosensory states, one refers to the felt body first-personally. Hence, when inquirying into φ-ownership, we must see 
to characterise the contents and phenomenology of somatosensation, as well as the mechanisms by which one transi-
tions from the sensations to the judgments, in a way that, on the one hand, makes it plausible that judgments with this 
specific structure are formed (as per the descriptive-causal question), and on the other hand, warrants the judgments (as 
per the normative question).

We can summarise this first part of our research agenda into φ-ownership in the following 

Judgment Formation Goal (φ): accounts of φ-ownership need to explain judgments of bodily self-
attribution made on somatosensory grounds. That is, they need to detail the mechanisms under-
lying the judgments’ production, including the contents and phenomenology of the sensations; 
and they need to explain how the grounds justify the judgments.

Our research agenda, however, does not end here. The inquiry into φ-ownership, as dictated by the Judgment Forma-
tion Goal, needs some tailoring to the specific character of the transitions that we are dealing with, namely those from 
somatosensations to judgments grounded on them. There is one intuition about these transitions that has been cru-
cial in debates on φ-ownership: the intuition that there is a uniquely compelling link between actually having bodily 
sensations, and the fact that, when we judge on them, we describe the felt body as mine. On some occasions, this intui-
tion has even brought authors to claim that the link in question is (perhaps conceptually) necessary: indeed, some have 
claimed that it is just impossible that one feels sensations in a body, and yet one does not feel this body as one’s own 
(Martin, 1995; Dokic, 2003; Bradley, 2021).

The role that this intuition of compellingness should play in the debate on φ-ownership is, I believe, an urgent matter 
of discussion in its own right.6 While the compellingness of the link has been a decisive background assumption in dis-
cussions on bodily self-consciousness, it is the case that some subjects have experiences in which the link between the in-
stantiation of bodily sensation, and reports thereof that self-attribute the body, is broken, or at the very least tenuous. 

5	 Note that the question that gives structure to the debate (what does it mean, exactly, to be aware of the body that one is feeling as one’s 
own?) can in principle be replied by characterising the contents of bodily sensations in first-personal terms, but also by seeing the phenom-
enology of ownership as contributed by the mode of awareness. Besides, to the extent that the non-phenomenological route is feasible, the 
question could also be replied by relying on the mode of awareness, but without committing to the mode having a phenomenological im-
pact on the experiences.

6	 The considerations that I make in the rest of this subsection about the intuition of compellingness nuance those in Serrahima (2023), 
which, after reading Jeppsson (2025), seem to me to overstate the importance of the intuition.
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De Vignemont (2013) brought the case of somatoparaphrenic patients to bear specifically on this issue. Somatopara-
phrenic patients have delusional beliefs about the contralesional side of their bodies according to which it does not 
belong to them (Invernizzi et al., 2013). Yet, some of them are able to feel sensations in their “disowned” limbs. Fur-
thermore, people who suffer from depersonalisation describe their experiences, for instance, as follows: “sometimes, 
I experience myself as much smaller; a little homunculus residing in the head of the full-sized body. I can still move it 
around with great mastery and ease, but I am now more comparable to an expert car driver or wheelchair user” (Jepps-
son, 2025, p. 86). These kinds of bodily awareness do not neatly fit into the mould of full-blown ownership, and they 
call into question the intuition of compellingness.7

This dialectic shows that, when accounting for φ-ownership, we need to reach an equilibrium. On the one hand, we need 
to respond to what arguably lies behind the intuition of compellingness: that somatosensory experiences typically involve 
φ-ownership. In other words, that presumably for most subjects, most of the time, the body that they experience soma-
tosensorily is presented to them as their own body. It might even be that, typically, the subjects who are prone to form 
judgments of φ-ownership when they have sensations, are prone to do so compellingly: this might explain why the alterna-
tive seems unconceivable to some, as often expressed in philosophical theorising. Note that, in this context, the notion of 
a phenomenology of bodily ownership has some plausibility. In general, one straighforward way to explain the formation 
of, and to justify, a subject’s belief that p, is by appeal to her experience that p. If a subject experiences the body as her own 
when she perceives it from the inside, then this explains and justifies the subject’s self-attributive judgments, and it consti-
tutes a good explanation of their compellingness, since judging just involves taking experiences at face value.

However, on the other hand, views on φ-ownership also need to be empirically adequate. To the extent that the link 
between having a bodily sensation and self-attributing the felt body is not necessary, we must characterise bodily own-
ership in a way that makes it possible that bodily self-attributions be missing and the sensations still be there. This re-
quirement is in place even if one subscribes to the thesis of a phenomenology of bodily ownership: it must be possible 
that the relevant phenomenal component be missing —i.e. the phenomenal component standing for bodily owner-
ship— in some subjects’ bodily sensations. 

The upshot is that our research agenda into φ-ownership needs to be guided by two further goals, which we can express 
succintly thus:

Typicality Goal (φ): accounts of φ-ownership need to explain the fact that for most subjects, most 
of the time, bodily sensations yield judgments of bodily self-attribution.

Empirical Goal (φ): accounts of φ-ownership need to be compatible with reports of bodily sensa-
tion in which the subject does not self-attribute the felt body.

These two goals are auxiliary to the Judgment Formation Goal. With Bermúdez, we started claiming that judgments of 
φ-ownership are the basic data to be explained. In these judgments we express awareness that the felt body is our own; 
and we need to explain the nature of this awareness in a way that covers the causal-descriptive and normative aspects of 
judgment formation. The Typicality and Empirical Goals say that all of this needs to be extensionally adequate. 

This concludes my agenda for the study of φ-ownership. This agenda covers Bermúdez’s normative and causal-de-
scriptive questions, but it also fixes some constraints on their possible answers. I will now move on to showing that the 
agenda guiding the study of φ-ownership is also suitable to guide (and actually guides, mutatis mutandis) research on 
ψ-ownership.

7	 Bradley (2021) objects to de Vignemont’s (2013) diagnosis about somatoparaphrenia and φ-ownership. He thematises specifically the 
intuition of compellingness, and he interprets somatoparaphrenia, as well as depersonalisation, as compatible with it. Jeppsson (2025), 
in turn, is critical with how philosophers interpret reports of psychopathological patients for their theoretical purposes, taking Bradley 
(2021) as a case in point.
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2.2.  Explaining ψ-ownership

When we discuss ψ-ownership, the relevant data to be explained are judgments in which subjects self-attribute phe-
nomenally conscious experiences. To recall, examples of this would be, for instance, “I am sad” or “I am thinking about 
the storm” when judged on the grounds of, respectively, my feeling sad and my occurrent thought about the storm. Let 
us say that, when subjects make this kind of judgment, they express awareness that the experiences they have are their 
own.8 We can now wonder, as we did with φ-ownership, what this awareness consists in: what exactly is implied in being 
aware of conscious experiences as one’s own. Our question now does not concern ownership over the body as is presented 
in a subclass of conscious experiences, as was the case when discussing φ-ownership. Rather, it is more general: we are 
concerned with ownership over conscious experiences themselves.

Broadly speaking, two routes can be followed on this count, which draw a taxonomy of views very similar to that 
of views on φ-ownership. The first is the route of those who believe that the first person that figures in judgments 
of ψ-ownership does not have a phenomenal counterpart at the level of conscious experiences themselves. Some 
authors within this trend present arguments to the effect that our explananda, i.e. judgments of ψ-ownership, 
simply do not require that we posit such phenomenal counterpart (Praetorius, 2009; Schear, 2009; McClel-
land, 2023; Salje & Geddes, 2023; Howell, 2023; Soldati, 2023; Wu, 2023; Kang, 2025). For others, Humean 
intuitions that the self is not introspectable, or relatedly, metaphysical claims about the nature of the non-in-
trospectable self, also speak against the phenomenology of ψ-ownership (Dainton, 2008; Prinz, 2011; Siderits, 
2011; Chadha, 2018). In particular, Bermúdez himself takes in the Humean intuition that the self cannot be in-
trospected, hence subscribing to the so-called Elusiveness Thesis (meaning that the self is introspectively elusive). 
Bermúdez’s version of the Elusiveness Thesis is based on Shoemaker’s (1986). On Shoemaker’s construal, in in-
trospection we do not gather “information that allows [us] to pick out one object among a range of objects in vir-
tue of its perceived properties” (Bermúdez, 2018b, p.  101) —more specifically, introspection does not involve 

8	 The question whether the awareness expressed in self-attributions of experiences can be non-factive is more complicated than the 
question about the non-factivity of awareness in bodily self-attributions. In the bodily case, the non-factivity of the awareness could 
come, as it were, from two places (see fn. 4). On the one hand, from the inexistence of the self-attributed object, i.e. the body (part). 
Phantom limbs are an example of this. A parallel case in the psychological domain might be possible: it might be true that one can 
seem to have an experience E that one does not actually have, where these seeming experience E is taken to be one’s own (say: it 
seems to me that I have a pain in the collar bone, E, of which I think and talk about as my collar bone pain. But, as it turns out, I 
don’t have a pain in the collar bone, but what I actually have is a toothache). We may want to describe this situation as one in which 
one has non-factive awareness of E as one’s own: E doesn’t actually exist, but one is aware of it as existing and being one’s own. On 
the other hand, in the bodily case, the non-factivity of the awareness may also come from the ownership side: it is customary to as-
sume that, in some science-fictional scenarios, subjects could be somatosensorily aware of someone else’s (existing) body as one’s 
own (Evans, 1982, p. 221); in which case one’s awareness of the body as one’s own would be non-factive because, even if the body in 
question exists, it would not be one’s own. It is unclear that we can have a case that parallels this in the psychological domain. This 
would be a case in which I am aware of a phenomenally conscious experience E as my own, and the non-factivity consists in that, al-
though the experience in question does exist, it is in fact not my own. The reason why it is unclear that this can happen is that, when 
it comes to experiences, phenomenal access to them arguably implies that one is in fact their owner, at least in a minimal sense (Co-
liva, 2002). This is so even if, in some cases, one has phenomenal access to thoughts that one is not straighforwardly inclined to 
self-attribute. Reports of patients with thought-insertion question the idea that, given a phenomenally conscious thought, one nec-
essarily has a sense that the thought is theirs. This has indeed brought theorists to refine the analysis of self-consciousness in con-
scious thought, paradigmatically by introducing a distinction between the sense of ownership and the sense of agency over thoughts, 
which then allows to say that the sense of agency, but not the sense of ownership, is impaired in thought insertion (Stephens & Gra-
ham, 2000; Campbell, 1999; Campbell, 2002). To be clear, this concerns the phenomenological and epistemic side of things. On 
the factual side, however, there is less discussion: thought-insertion does not call into question (or at least not so clearly) that the 
phenomenally accessed thoughts are in fact the subject’s own thoughts, at least in the sense of being in the subject’s “own head,” even 
when it does not seem to the subject that they are (the experiences related in Jeppsson (2025), sections 3.2–3.5, for instance, appear 
to be in line with this). I will say a bit more about thought-insertion immediately in this section, when introducing the Empirical 
Goal (ψ).
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picking out information whereby we individuate ourselves from other objects. I will come back to examining Ber-
múdez’s commitment to the Elusiveness Thesis in the broader context of some of his other commitments about 
self-consciousness in Section 3 below.

Opposite to this approach to the nature of ψ-ownership are those who do advocate for a phenomenology of 
ψ-ownership. On their view, the awareness that conscious experiences are our own partly consists in experiencing that 
they are. Authors within this trend have worked on characterising the phenomenology of ψ-ownership, e.g. in terms 
of a first-personal “mode of givenness” of all conscious experiences (Zahavi, 2005; Fasching, 2009; Zahavi & Kriegel, 
2015; Gallagher, 2015), in agentive terms (Duncan, 2019), in affective terms (Dub, 2023), or as a phenomenal mark 
jointly constituted by various phenomenal dimensions (Lane, 2012). Besides, this sort of position has often been de-
fended by means of inferences to the best explanation, arguing that the best way to explain judgments of ψ-ownership 
and their features is by appealing to a phenomenology of ψ-ownership involved in their grounds (Grünbaum, 2012; 
Guillot, 2023; Nida-Rümelin, 2023).

Indeed, the choice of one view or another regarding the nature of ψ-ownership must be informed by the view’s ca-
pacity to respond to Bermúdez’s questions, now applied to judgments of ψ-ownership. We need to explain why, in 
typical judgments about experiences, one self-ascribes the experiences, using “I” in the subject position: what it is 
about conscious experiences themselves, or about the mechanisms by which one transitions from the experiences to 
the judgments, that makes it the case that judgments with this specific structure are formed (as per the descriptive-
causal question); and warrants the judgments (as per the normative question). In this sense, inferences to the best 
explanation in defence of the phenomenology of ψ-ownership rely on the fact that, if there is such phenomenology, 
then the phenomenology motivates and justifies the judgments, which subjects just form by taking their experiences 
at face value.

It should be clear at this point that, in a nutshell, the agenda into ψ-ownership is guided by a desideratum that is essen-
tially a twin of our first desideratum about bodily ownership: 

Judgment Formation Goal (ψ): accounts of ψ-ownership need to explain judgments of self-attri-
bution of experiences made on phenomenal grounds. That is, they must describe the mechanisms 
underlying the judgments’ production, including the contents and phenomenology of conscious 
experiences; and they need to explain how the grounds justify the judgments.

The agenda into ψ-ownership does not end here, and neither does the parallel with bodily ownership. When we ap-
proach psychological ownership, our inquiry is, in some fundamental way, different from just any inquiry into how and 
why subjects claim some object or other to be their own; and it is different from that, in the same sense in which the in-
quiry into bodily ownership is different from that. Here too, the discussion is very much shaped by an intuition of com-
pellingness: the intuition that there is a uniquely compelling link between phenomenal states, and judgments in which 
we self-attribute such states. 

Again, the role that this intuition of compellingness must play in our theorizing about ψ-ownership is an urgent mat-
ter of discussion in its own right. That the intuition itself has been present in, and indeed has shaped, discussions on 
ψ-ownership is hardly disputable. One prime historical example of the influence of this intuition is Descartes’ first item 
of knowledge, specially in his Meditations on First Philosophy (1641/ 2008). After arriving at a certainty about the oc-
currence of one type of mental activity, namely thought, Descartes famously claims that the proposition “I am, I exist” 
is true (Med. 2, AT 7:25). From this first item of knowledge then follows a reasoning about the nature of the I “that 
now necessarily exists” (ibid.). Within the Cartesian framework, the claim “I am, I exist” rests on arguments about the 
need for a substance that bears the attributes we become aware of —in this case, thoughts (Bermúdez, 2018e, pp. 99-
100). But this is not an explicit part of the reasoning at this point of the Meditations. In the Meditations, the dialec-
tic strategy consists in walking the reader from intuitive opinions to indubitable principles, the first of which is “I am, 
I exist.” The connection between being phenomenally aware of mental states, and attributing the mental states to me, 
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which is the precursor to his existence claim,9 is presented by Descartes as a natural step arguably relying on an intuition 
that he assumes will be shared by his readers.10

Despite the force of this intuition, however, we now know that views on ψ-ownership need to reach an equilibrium, just as 
happened with views on φ-ownership. On the one hand, they need to answer to what arguably underlies the intuition of 
compellingness: that undergoing phenomenally conscious experiences typically involves ψ-ownership. Most subjects, most 
of the time, feel compelled to self-attribute the experiences they live through; or, in other words, are aware that the experi-
ences they live through are their own. On the other hand, however, views on ψ-ownership also need to be empirically ad-
equate. As a matter of fact, the link between the occurrence of conscious experiences and the self-attribution of these expe-
riences by their subject is not in place in all cases. As Campbell (1999; 2002) points out, thought insertion bears directly on 
the discussion on ψ-ownership. In thought insertion, subjects have experiences that are not straighforwardly presented to 
themselves as their own: they might claim that certain thoughts they are conscious of are not theirs, or that they are some-
one else’s (see Frith, 1992). Hence, in the domain of ψ-ownership too, however we choose to explain the first person figur-
ing in judgments of ownership, we need to appeal to something that still makes it possible that, at least in some cases, self-
attributions be missing and the experiences still be there, even if maybe altered. 

Two further desiderata for our research agenda into ψ-ownership capture this dialectic. They qualify the first desidera-
tum, calling attention to the fact that our explanations of psychological self-attributions need to be extensionally ade-
quate. In turn, these desiderata are parallel to the second and third desiderata for φ-ownership: 

Typicality Goal (ψ): accounts of ψ-ownership need to explain the fact that for most subjects, 
most of the time, phenomenally conscious experiences yield self-attributions of these experiences.

Empirical Goal (ψ): accounts of ψ-ownership need to be compatible with reports of phenome-
nally conscious experiences in which the subject does not self-attribute the experiences.

In sum, throughout 2.1 and 2.2 I have outlined a research agenda into ψ- and φ-ownership that not only spells out Ber-
múdez’s normative and causal-descriptive questions, but also shows how research into both ψ- and φ-ownership has 
been guided by parallel intuitions, and must be sensitive to structurally similar cases that countervail the significance of 
these intuitions.

In the remainder of this section (2.3), I will focus on immunity to error through misidentification (IEM). I am particu-
larly interested in a relatively high-level aspect of the discussion on IEM, and I will not engage in depth with the intri-
cacies of any particular, ground-level view on the phenomenon. I am interested in the fact that the discussion on IEM 
is articulated, at least partly, around the intuitions of compellingness about ψ- and φ-ownership mentioned in the fore-
going sections. This fact helps illuminate how ψ- and φ-ownership relate to IEM; and more specifically, it helps see why 
the notion of a phenomenology of ownership, both in the ψ and φ domains, is a prima facie good candidate to explain, 
respectively, psychological and bodily IEM. Relative to the overall objectives of the paper, the next subsection serves 
two purposes. First, it is the last piece of my not-merely-methodological point: it rounds up my case for the integrative 
approach to ψ- and φ-ownership, by pointing out that the parallelisms between the two domains extend to the episte-
mology of judgments of ownership. Second, it is an important building block for my critical comment on Bermúdez in 
the last part of the paper.

9	 The text of the Meditations reads thus: “[C]ertainly I did exist, if I convinced myself of something. —But there is some deceiver or other, 
supremely powerful and cunning, who is deliberately deceiving me all the time.— Beyond doubt then, I also exist, if he is deceiving me; 
and he can deceive me all he likes, but he will never bring it about that I should be nothing as long as I think I am something” (Med. 2, AT 
7:25. The translation is from 1641/ 2008. The emphasis is mine). The “I think” italicised in this passage is the self-attributive precursor I 
am alluding to in the body of the text. This precursor is actually more explicit in Descartes’ Discourse on the Method, in which the formula-
tion of the first item of knowledge is his famous “I think, therefore I am.” 

10	 Classical discussions of this move are Lichtenberg’s notes in his Waste Books (2012, p. 152) and Russell (1945).
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2.3.  Explaining immunity

Shoemaker (1968) introduced the notion of immunity to error through misidentification in order to capture a specific 
kind of epistemic security of some of our singular judgments of the form “a is F.”11 A judgment “a is F” is immune to er-
ror trough misidentification (IEM) when it cannot be the case that the judgment is mistaken in the specific sense that 
the subject knows of some individual that they are F, but is wrong in predicating F of the particular individual picked 
out with “a.” Judgments that have this property are IEM relative to the use of “a.” 

In this domain, one of the most discussed types of judgments is judgments in which one predicates something of one-
self, namely judgments of the form “I am F.” Following the scheme just mentioned, a first-personal judgment “I am F” 
is IEM relative to “I” if it cannot be the case that the judgment is wrong because, although one knows that someone is F, 
one is mistaken in judging that the individual that one knows to be F is oneself.

What is most interesting about IEM is that it is a feature of judgments relative to their grounds. Consider the judgment 
“I am sad,” in which one predicates of oneself the psychological property of being sad; and suppose that one judges so 
on the grounds of having, phenomenologically, a feeling of sadness. In other words, consider the situation in which “I 
am sad” is a judgment of ψ-ownership —one made on the grounds of experiencing sadness, conveying awareness that 
the sadness is one’s own. This judgment is IEM, on Shoemaker’s view: phenomenal awareness12 of psychological prop-
erties is such that, if one judges on its grounds that one is F, then the judgment won’t be wrong in the specific sense 
that, indeed, someone is F, and one knows that someone is F, but one is wrong in believing that it is oneself who is F. 

This implies a substantive claim about phenomenal awareness as a way of accessing psychological properties; in par-
ticular, a claim about phenomenal awareness relative to the epistemic status of the judgments it yields. For contrast this 
with a case in which one judges “I am sad” on different grounds: suppose, for instance, that I judge “I am sad,” not be-
cause I feel sadness, but because I see an individual that looks very much like me, and who indeed looks sad, in what I 
think is a mirror. I then conclude “I am sad” on the grounds of reflecting about what I think are my looks. Unlike phe-
nomenal awareness, these grounds —i.e. reflection on someone’s looks— leave open the possibility that the judgment is 
mistaken through misidentification. For suppose that, unbeknownst to me, it is not a mirror I am looking at. Rather, I 
just saw my identical twin sister, who is indeed very sad, through a glass wall; and then I, who was otherwise happy, have 
mistaken her for my own reflection and have concluded that I am actually sad. In this situation, my judgment is wrong 
exactly in the sense that, although someone is indeed sad, it is not me who is sad.

After Shoemaker, Evans (1982) famously pointed out that IEM relative to the first person is not limited to self-attribu-
tions of psychological properties on phenomenal grounds. Rather, Evans argued, bodily self-attributions are also IEM 
if made on somatosensory grounds. To put it in our terms, Evans’ point is that judgments of φ-ownership, in which sub-
jects use the first person to refer to the body they are feeling from the inside, are also IEM.13 For an example, take the 

11	 Strictly speaking, Shoemaker talked about statements. Following the convention in the literature, I will talk about judgments, on the as-
sumption that statements express judgments.

12	 Or “introspection,” as participants in this discussion most often call it. I will use both terms interchangeably. I will also talk interchange-
ably about awareness and self-ascription of psychological properties, of psychological states, and of experiences.

13	 As noted in fn. 4 (and also fn. 8), it is customary in the literature about bodily IEM to discuss cases in which subjects are wired up to 
someone else’s body that they feel is their own. On the grounds of these possible cases, it has been argued that bodily self-attributions 
on somatosensory grounds are only de facto IEM (Wright (2012, p.  272), de Vignemont (2012, p.  226), Guillot (2014, fn.7, 8 & 19), 
García-Carpintero (2018, pp. 19-20)): in these scenarios, the idea goes, the subject would know that some bodily property is instantiated, 
but she would be wrong that she herself instantiates it. But these scenarios are not usual in our world. In Serrahima (2025) I have discussed 
the de facto proviso on bodily IEM in comparison with psychological IEM, which is said to be logical. I have argued that this contrast has 
to do with differences in the metaphysics of bodily ownership vis à vis the metaphysics of psychological ownership. That discussion goes 
beyond the scope of the current paper. Here, the fact that intuitions about bodily IEM hold despite the possibility that bodily IEM be only 
de facto is grist for my mill. As I will suggest in this section, part of what lies behind IEM are the intuitions of compellingness about own-
ership. These intuitions are in place both in the psychological and bodily domains even if, in the bodily case, there may be worlds in which 
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judgment we would express as “My chin itches,” and suppose the subject judges so on the grounds of feeling an itch 
in the chin. In this situation, it is not possible that the subject knows that someone’s chin itches, but yet she is wrong 
in that the individual whose chin itches is in fact not herself. As Shoemaker’s view, Evans’ implies a substantive claim 
about grounds —somatosensory grounds in this case—, relative to the epistemic status of the judgments they yield: so-
matosensations are such that, if one accesses the body and its properties through them, and one judgdes e.g. “My chin 
itches,” then this judgment will not be wrong in the specific sense that someone’s chin itches but it is not mine.

The IEM feature of judgments of ψ- and φ-ownership thus point to a similarity between phenomenal awareness as 
grounds for judgments for ψ-ownership, and somatosensations as grounds for judgments of φ-ownership. One obvious 
similarity is that both capacities typically inform us about properties and states (psychological or bodily) that are in fact 
our own properties and states —which then makes it the case that, if we self-attribute these properties and states, we 
are typically not wrong. But this is not the similarity I am interested in here. The similarity I am interested in brings us 
back to the intuitions of compellingness highlighted in the previous subsections. 

The IEM feature of judgments of ψ- and φ-ownership prescribes a condition on grounds, relative to the kind of knowl-
edge they afford: if the subject knows on grounds G that someone has property F, then she eo ipso knows on the same 
grounds that she herself has property F. For the sake of clarity, let me spell out explicitly how this condition looks when 
applied, first, to phenomenal awareness and psychological properties: 

If the subject knows on phenomenal grounds that someone has psychological property P, then 
she eo ipso knows on the same grounds that she herself has psychological property P.

And second, how the condition looks when applied to somatosensation and bodily properties: 

If the subject knows on somatosensory grounds that someone has bodily property B, then she eo 
ipso knows on the same grounds that she herself has bodily property B.

What I want to highlight here is the importance of the “eo ipso” involved in (the two versions of) this condition. The 
interest of IEM as an epistemic phenomenon does not lie only on the factual side of things —i.e. on how my knowledge 
that the picked-up properties are mine depends on these properties actually being mine. The interest of IEM as an epis-
temic phenomenon also lies on how the link between picking out certain properties, psychological or bodily, on cer-
tain grounds, and being aware of these properties as my own, appears to be a very tight link. This is what the “eo ipso” 
above means: it highlights the unique compellingness of, on the one hand, taking psychological properties (or experi-
ences) to be mine when I am aware of them phenomenally; and on the other hand, taking bodily properties to be mine 
when I pick them out somatosensorily. I contend that our epistemic intuitions about the IEM of judgments of ψ- and 
φ-ownership are driven by these intuitions of compellingness, and part of the point of the inquiry into the IEM of judg-
ments of ψ- and φ-ownership is to figure out the extent to which this intuited compellingness makes a contribution to 
the privileged epistemic status of the judgments.

I believe that one possible way of seeing Shoemaker’s and Evans’ (otherwise diverse) approaches to IEM —respectively, 
psychological and bodily IEM— is as an implementation of this idea. On their view, part of the explanation of IEM 
relative to the first person lies on the fact that certain uses of “I” do not rest on an identification, in the sense of a recog-
nition, of oneself as the individual of whom one predicates the relevant property. According to Shoemaker, in intro-
spection there is no gap between having information about the instantiation of a given psychological property, and it 
appearing to one that one is the subject of this property (Shoemaker, 1968, pp. 563-5). In this framework, this is con-
stitutively linked to the Elusiveness Thesis (for encountering the self in introspection could only have the function of 

they do not track facts about ownership. The way I present IEM in the following paragraphs as “prescribing a condition on grounds” is es-
sentially the same as in Serrahima (2025).
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identifying the self as the owner of introspectable mental states, which is not required; Bermúdez, 2018b, p. 102). In 
turn, when it comes to bodily properties and somatosensory grounds, Evans writes that “for [one] to have, or appear 
to have, the information that the [bodily] property [F] is instantiated just is for it to appear to [one] that [one] is F” 
(1982, p. 221). That is to say, there is also no gap between being somatosensorily aware of the instantiation of a given 
bodily property, and being aware that one is the subject of this property. The no-identification route in these seminal 
approaches to IEM thus seems to articulate the intuitions of compellingness at the level of grounds —and to actually do 
so in the strongest way possible: it is not just that one compellingly self-attributes the properties picked out on certain 
grounds; it is rather that, whenever one picks out a given (psychological or bodily) property on the relevant grounds, 
one is by the same token aware of this property as one’s own property.

Unsurprisinly then, the empirical cases that question the tightness of the link between picking out properties and self-
attributing them have been analysed in the literature as putative threats to the IEM thesis, both in the psy and phy do-
mains.14 To recall, in thought insertion subjects have thoughts that are not presented to themselves straightforwardly as 
their own thoughts. In turn, patients with somatoparaphrenia deny ownership of bodily parts that they can feel soma-
tosensorily. As explained in the previous subsections, these cases urge to nuance the intuitions that seem to have guided 
the debates: for most subjects, most of the time, given the grounds for the self-attributions, the self-attributions follow 
compellingly; but things are otherwise in thought insertion and somatoparaphrenia. These cases are more challenging 
to the IEM thesis, the more we find IEM to depend on the compellingness of the link between the awareness of proper-
ties on certain grounds, and the self-attribution of these properties.

Against this backdrop, we can now see two things about the relationship between the theoretical debates on ownership 
and immunity. The first is that explaining IEM partly relies on offering a view on ownership. More specifically, explain-
ing psychological IEM partly relies on explaining the workings of ψ-ownership, and in particular the typical compelling-
ness of judgments of ψ-ownership given conscious experiences; and in turn, explaining bodily IEM partly relies on ex-
plaining the workings of φ-ownership, and in particular the typical compellingness of judgments of φ-ownership given 
somatosensations. In this sense, the parallelisms between the ψ and φ domains extend from ownership to the epistemol-
ogy of first-personal judgments. We can express this in a compressed way by slightly revising our Judgment Formation 
Goals, expressed jointly here: 

Judgment Formation Goal (ψ & φ): accounts of ψ- and φ-ownership need to explain judgments of 
self-attribution (respectively, of experiences and of the body) made on the relevant grounds. That 
is, they must describe the mechanisms underlying the judgments’ production, including the con-
tents and phenomenology of the relevant experiences; and they need to explain how the experi-
ences justify the judgments, as well as other epistemic features of the judgments such as IEM.

Hence, the capacity of any given view of ownership, ψ- or φ-, to contribute to explaining IEM, is abductive reason in its 
favor. 

The second thing to note about the relationship between ownership and immunity is that, to the extent that the ex-
istence of a phenomenology of ownership (ψ- or φ-) constitutes a good explanation of ownership, then the existence of 
a phenomenology of ownership (ψ- or φ-) is a prima facie good candidate to explain IEM (respectively, psychological 
or bodily). As said above, if there is a phenomenology of ownership, then subjects arguably make self-attributive judg-
ments just by taking their experiences at face value, and this easily explains why they do so compellingly.

Of course, the notion of a phenomenology of ownership will be more plausible if we can adduce independent reasons in 
its favour, beyond explanatory capacity. Importantly, in this sense, things are not equally straightforward in the ψ and 
the φ domains. As the taxonomy of views sketched above reflects, while it is relatively common to defend that there is 

14	 See e.g. Campbell (2002); Coliva (2002); Hu (2017); Palmira (2020) for discussion of thought insertion and ψ-IEM; and Liang & Lane 
(2009); Rosenthal (2010); Kang (2016); de Vignemont (2012) for discussion of somatoparaphrenia and φ-IEM.
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a phenomenology of bodily ownership, it is more controversial to take the phenomenological route in the psychologi-
cal domain. It is not difficult to see why. Indeed, it is quite uncontroversial that in somatosensation subjects perceive a 
particular object, the body, as physically bounded, delimited with respect to other physical objects (Bermúdez 2018c, 
2018d, 2018e). We may then argue that subjects perceive this particular object first-personally. But for introspection 
in general, the Elusiveness Thesis is popular, according to which we do not even get to individuating ourselves in intro-
spection. 

José Luis Bermúdez is an author who takes opposite routes on that count. While he has extensively advocated for the 
phenomenology of bodily ownership (ibid.), he defends the Elusiveness Thesis in the psychological domain. In the up-
coming Section 3, I will focus on Bermúdez’s approach to bodily IEM. Despite taking the opposite routes just men-
tioned, Bermúdez seems inclined to model his explanation of bodily IEM on his account of psychological IEM, even if 
the latter is based on the Elusiveness Thesis. More specifically, Bermúdez shies away from resorting to the phenomenol-
ogy of bodily ownership, which is readily available in his own framework, to explain bodily IEM. The risk of this move 
is that the phenomenology of bodily ownership then appears as causally and explanatorly idle, given the relationship be-
tween ownership and immunity as described in this section. I will close Section 3, and the paper, with a tentative diag-
nosis of the sources of Bermúdez’s move, followed by a note on certain theoretical choices we need to make if we want 
to fully honour the integrative project.

3.  A Bermúdez-inspired commentary on Bermúdez

In his 2018b, Bermúdez offers a very insightful analysis of the relationship between the Elusiveness Thesis and IEM. 
Bermúdez highlights how the elusiveness of the self and the epistemic priviledge of judgments of ψ-ownership may be 
“two sides of the same coin:” the epistemic privilege that we enjoy with respect to certain claims about our own psycho-
logical properties plausibly derives from the fact that our introspective self-awareness is awareness of a fundamentally 
different type than our awareness of other objects and people (ibid., p. 97). In particular, in the Shoemakerian frame-
work that Bermúdez adopts, IEM derives from the fact, explained above, that we do not pick out the self in introspec-
tion, and hence that introspection does not involve an identification of oneself. Things being thus, Bermúdez notes, 
one should then explain the fact that there are other forms of self-awareness that are also epistemically privileged, but 
yet not introspective. One of these is, of course, bodily sensation. Bodily sensation does involve perception of ourselves, 
but it also offers us privileged, indeed IEM, information about the body. Bermúdez concludes that, in this case, IEM re-
quires an explanation “in which the elusiveness thesis has no part to play” (ibid., p. 98). Here I want to focus precisely 
on how Bermúdez details this explanation. Although the Elusiveness Thesis has “no part to play” in it, Bermúdez bor-
rows for this explanation some elements from his treatment of ψ-ownership and psychological IEM, in a way that, I 
contend, is not innocuous.

In discussion of ψ-ownership, once one subscribes to the Elusiveness Thesis, a fair question arises about how subjects ac-
tually make judgments of the form “I am ψ-ing” in the absence of any awareness, in experience, that they are themselves 
ψ-ing (Bermúdez, 2018b, p. 115). Bermúdez proposes that this transition results from the fact that subjects have “some 
level of mastery” of the link between being introspectively aware of a thought, and the fact that the thought is their own 
thought (ibid.).15 This is what he calls a simple theory of introspection (Bermúdez, 2018f). This mastery relies on the sub-
jects’ appreciation of the actual connection between the psychological properties they are aware of, and the fact that 
they are instantiated by themselves (ibid., p. 92; 2018b, p. 115).

15	 Bermúdez notes that the link between a subject being introspectively aware of a thought, and the fact that the thought is in fact the sub-
ject’s own, is an a priori link (see also Peacocke, 1999), for reasons along the lines of those discussed in fn. 8.
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Note that the question just mentioned, concerning the transitions from experiences to judgments of the form “I am 
ψ-ing,” sums up the causal-descriptive and normative questions involved in our Judgment Formation Goal (ψ). The 
simple theory of introspection aims to respond to these questions. A preliminary point that I want to make here is 
that I don’t find the simple theory of introspection satisfactory. Subjects are supposed to master the existing link be-
tween the instantiation of the psychological property and the fact that it is their own property, because they appreci-
ate this existing link. But the notion of appreciation at stake here is evasive. It cannot mean that subjects are sensitive 
to the link in the sense that the link is somehow part of the phenomenology of their experiences —for this is in prin-
ciple precluded by the Elusiveness Thesis. But still, the proposal that subjects appreciate the link should add some-
thing to the basic statement that, indeed, subjects respond to the link, finding the transition from their experiences 
to judgments of ψ-ownership compelling —for this is exactly what we aim at explaining. If the simple theory of in-
trospection does not add something to this basic statement, it appears dangerously close to a redescription of our ex-
planandum, and falls short of a causal explanation. It is unclear what the midway between these two undesirable op-
tions is.

Let us now turn to somatosensation. As mentioned, it is central to Bermúdez’s argumentation that the Elusiveness 
Thesis does not apply to somatosensation, for we do perceive ourselves by perceiving the body. Furthermore, in normal 
circumstances, the properties one feels from the inside are properties of one’s own body, and in this sense we can talk 
about an existing link between being aware of a bodily property in bodily sensation, and this property being a property 
of one’s own body.16 Because this link exists in normal circumstances, Bermúdez suggests, it is then plausible to defend a 
simple theory of somatosensation. To be clear, this is a theory about how subjects predicate of themselves the bodily prop-
erties they perceive: in particular, a theory partly modelled on the simple theory of introspection. According to the sim-
ple theory of somatosensation, then, subjects presumably have some level of mastery of the link between feeling a body 
and the fact that the felt body is theirs, because they appreciate this existing link.

It is however surprising that, at this particular point in his theorising, Bermúdez resorts to the simple theory, which in 
its original formulation for introspection relied on a notion of appreciation that, I have argued, is evasive. Bermúdez ad-
mits that “[o]ne would expect this simple theory [of somatosensation] to be more complicated than that implicated in 
ordinary psychological introspection, given the ... role of [somatosensation] in underwriting an awareness of one’s body 
as a bounded physical object uniquely responsive to the will” (2018b, p. 116). Indeed, in several of his writings Bermú-
dez has developed a detailed view about the peculiar spatial contents of bodily sensations: in bodily sensations, bod-
ily properties are experienced within a bounded, body-shaped volume; and they are suitably connected to one another, 
as nodes of a network of further bodily locations.17 Besides, he has argued, these spatial contents have an impact on the 
phenomenology of somatosensation: there is a phenomenology of bodily ownership consisting precisely in spatial phe-
nomenology (Bermúdez, 2018d). 

What is then surprising is that, once we have this picture of the content and phenomenology of bodily sensations, 
which Bermúdez motivates independently, we have the tools available for more than just a “more complicated,” yet 
“simple” theory of somatosensation. I have argued above that, if there is a phenomenology of bodily ownership, then 
this constitutes a very good explanation of how subjects make judgments of φ-ownership compellingly, as well as a 
prima facie good explanation of bodily IEM. Bermúdez admits that there is such phenomenology. But if there is such 
phenomenology, and we confer to it its due explanatory and causal role, then the mechanism involved in judgment 
formation is unambiguous: the subject just takes her bodily experiences at face value given their phenomenology. 
This is a kind of theory quite different from the simple theory of introspection —and a better kind of theory for that 
matter.

16	 In the somatosensory case, the link between being aware of (bodily) properties, and the properties being properties of one’s own body, is 
only a de facto link, for the reasons discussed throughout fns. 4, 8, and 13.

17	 For various formulations and elaborations of these ideas, see e.g. Bermúdez (1998), Bermúdez (2018c), Bermúdez (2018d), Bermúdez 
(2018e), and Bermúdez (2020).
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It could be said that I am picking up on a merely verbal issue here: the proposal might be that, in introspection, sub-
jects appreciate the link between (ψ) properties and themselves in one way; and in somatosensation, they appreciate 
the link between (φ) properties and themselves in another way, i.e. phenomenologically. I think the issue is signifi-
cant, however. If there is a phenomenology of φ-ownership, but this phenomenology is not clearly embraced as an 
explanatory touchstone with respect to judgments of φ-ownership and bodily IEM, then it is explanatorily and caus-
ally idle; and resorting to the notion of a simple theory of somatosensation can indeed be read as shying away from 
clearly conceding a fundamental explanatory role to the phenomenology. Populating mental ontology with phenom-
enal ingredients that have explanatory potential but which do not actually explain what they could explain is to that 
extent unsatisfactory.

It is quite possible that Bermúdez can readily respond to the worry just expressed. However, I still think that it is fruit-
ful to reflect on the possible reasons for the apparent disconnect, in his framework, between the phenomenology of 
bodily ownership and the explanation of bodily IEM. My speculation is this. Suppose one has found the Elusiveness 
Thesis convincing, and linked to the explanation of the IEM of judgments of ψ-ownership in terms of the absence of 
a recognition of the subject, as Bermúdez does. Then, one might feel a tension in accepting the exact opposite idea for 
φ-ownership: namely, that somatosensation involves a phenomenology of φ-ownership, and that this helps explain the 
IEM of judgments of φ-ownership in terms of the absence of a recognition of the subject. By accepting the latter idea, 
one would be simultaneously defending the elusiveness of the self, and first-person phenomenology, as accounting for 
the same phenomenon, mutatis mutandis, in different domains. These two explanatory routes are in principle not 
jointly incoherent, but they are in tension. This tension is specially pressing if we take into account the broader project 
we started with, namely that of explaining ψ- and φ-ownership integratively.

In the last sections of his 2018b, Bermúdez gives some further details about his understanding of the integrative 
project. He offers reasons to think that ψ- and φ-ownership are interdependent, and he suggests that the common 
thread running between them ultimately has to do with practical reasoning, since practical reasoning is reasoning 
about what one can do as an embodied subject, in which thought deliverances are constrained by the body’s struc-
ture.18 However, the integrative project we aspired to is not satisfied solely by pointing to how ψ- and φ-ownership 
are closely interlinked, nor by identifying one paradigmatic area of interaction between them (such as practical rea-
soning). As uncovered throughout the paper, our integrative ambitions concerned causal-descriptive and normative 
aspects of the relationship between experiences and judgments of ψ- and φ-ownership, and the possibility of struc-
tural commonalities between ψ- and φ-ownership at the explanatory level. At this point we should wonder whether 
fulfilling these ambitions is really compatible with defending both that there is a phenomenology of bodily owner-
ship, and that the self is elusive in introspection; and we should be ready to evaluate which one of these two com-
mittments it would be less costly to drop.19
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ABSTRACT:  José Luis Bermúdez defends the view that inner speech is necessary for thinking about thoughts, 
what he calls ‘intentional ascent’. On his account, we can only take a thought as an object of further thought if the 
target thought is “held in mind” in inner speech in a way that its canonical structure is revealed. Two paradigm 
cases exemplify this view: reflexive evaluation and propositional mindreading. In this article, we examine Bermú-
dez’s view and argue that 1) the process of intentional ascent via inner speech is empirically untenable and psycho-
logically unrealistic, and that 2) the view, in demanding that words reveal the canonical structure of thoughts, runs 
into a dilemma where inner speech becomes either superfluous or inaccurately described. We finish by gesturing 
towards a more encompassing view of the role of inner speech in thinking that, while rejecting Bermúdez’s more 
problematic claims, maintains his main insight of the relevant role of inner speech for human cognition.

Palabras clave

Habla interna 
Ascenso intencional 
Pensamiento consciente 
Pensamiento reflexivo 
Mindreading proposicional

RESUMEN:  José Luis Bermúdez defiende la idea de que el habla interna es necesaria para pensar sobre pensami-
entos, lo que él llama «ascenso intencional». Según su teoría, solo podemos tomar un pensamiento como objeto 
de otro pensamiento si el primero se «mantiene en la mente» en el habla interna de manera que se revele su es-
tructura canónica. Dos casos paradigmáticos ejemplifican esta tesis: la evaluación reflexiva y el mindreading proposi-
cional. En este artículo, analizamos la teoría de Bermúdez y argumentamos que 1) el proceso de ascenso intencional 
a través del habla interna no se sostiene empíricamente y no es realista a nivel psicológico, y que 2) la teoría, al exi-
gir que las palabras revelen la estructura canónica de los pensamientos, se enfrenta a un dilema en el que el habla in-
terna o bien se vuelve superflua, o bien se describe de forma no apropiada. Para acabar, apuntamos hacia una visión 
más amplia del papel del habla interna en el pensamiento que, aunque rechace las afirmaciones más problemáticas de 
Bermúdez, mantiene su intuición principal acerca de la relevancia del habla interna en la cognición humana.

Gako-hitzak

Barne-hizketa 
Igoera intentzionala 
Pentsamendu kontzientea 
Pentsamendu erreflexiboa 
Gogamen-irakurketa proposizionala

LABURPENA:  José Luis Bermúdezek dio barne-hizketa beharrezkoa dela pentsamenduei buruz pentsatzeko; 
«igoera intentzional» deitzen dio. Haren arabera, pentsamendu bati buruz pentsatzeko, barne-hizketaren bitartez 
«atxiki behar da gogamenean» pentsamendu hori, haren egitura kanonikoa agerian geratzeko moduan. Bi kasu pa-
radigmatikok argitzen dute ikuspegi hori: ebaluazio erreflexiboa eta gogamen-irakurketa proposizionala. Artikulu 
honetan, Bermúdezen ikuspegia aztertuko dugu, eta zera argudiatuko: 1) barne-hizketaren bidezko igoera inten-
tzionaleko prozesua enpirikoki defendaezina eta psikologikoki sinesgaitza da, eta 2) ikuspegia, hitzek pentsamen-
duen egitura kanonikoa agerian jartzea eskatzen duenez, dilema baten aurrean kokatzen da, non barne-hizketa ez 
baita beharrezkoa edo oker deskribatzen baita. Amaitzeko, barne-hizketak pentsamenduan duen eginkizunaren 
ikuspegi zabalagoa emango dugu: Bermúdezen baieztapen problematikoenak baztertzen baditu ere, barne-hizketak 
giza kognizioan duen eginkizun garrantzitsuari buruzko haren intuizio nagusiari eusten dio.
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1.  Introduction

José Luis Bermúdez has argued in various of his works that inner speech is required for conscious thinking about think-
ing, that is, for higher-order thought or second-order dynamics. This claim is part of a broader investigation into the 
role of (natural) language in human and non-human cognition. In his 2003 book Thinking without words, Bermúdez 
develops a framework of thinking in non-linguistic creatures. He argues that non-linguistic thinking reaches a limit in 
the types of thinking that involve intentional ascent, a cognitive process that requires the use of language. His central 
claim regarding the thought abilities of linguistic creatures is that 

[A]ll thinking that involves intentional ascent (roughly, all thinking that involves thinking about 
thoughts) requires the capacity for semantic ascent (roughly, the capacity to think about words). 
(Bermúdez, 2003, p. 151)

Thinking about thoughts (intentional ascent) requires thinking about words (semantic ascent), in his formulation. 
Bermúdez’s approach belongs to a family of views called “format views” (Martínez-Manrique and Vicente, 2015), ac-
cording to which inner speech is the vehicle of thought and the “format” in which some of our thoughts are encoded. 
Carruthers (2011) and Clark (1998) are also representatives of this approach. Interestingly, Bermúdez (2003, pp. 158-
164) argues that Clark’s account is correct but incomplete because he shows that we engage in second-order dynamics 
using language, but for Bermúdez (2003, p. 158) “what we need is an argument that second order cognitive dynamics 
can only be undertaken by language-using creatures”. Hence, his goal is to offer an account of the necessity of language 
(inner speech)1 in specific forms of human cognition, i.e., second-order thought. To this end, Bermúdez develops and 
further defends the view with a more detailed argument in the article “Inner Speech, Determinacy, and Thinking Con-
sciously about Thoughts” (Bermúdez, 2018a). 

In this paper we aim at engaging with Bermúdez’s view on intentional ascent by arguing that the view 1) is empirically un-
tenable and psychologically unrealistic and 2) in demanding that words reveal the canonical structure of thoughts, it runs 
into a dilemma where inner speech becomes either superfluous or inaccurately described. This discussion leads us to ges-
ture towards a picture in which thinking with words occupies the central stage, instead of thinking about words. We be-
lieve that this alternative avoids certain less compelling claims while remaining congenial to Bermúdez’s main insight.

2.  The view: intentional ascent requires semantic ascent 

Bermúdez’s view is that there are certain thinking operations that are only available to humans because they are capa-
ble of producing language: the operations that involve “explicit” intentional ascent (2003, p. 166) or conscious think-
ing about thinking. In the 2018a chapter, Bermúdez clarifies the explanandum of the thesis that intentional ascent re-
quires semantic ascent: “[t]he phenomenon under discussion is conscious thinking about thinking —that is to say, 
consciously taking a thought as an object of thought” (p. 200). This kind of thinking allows us to evaluate our thoughts 
in accordance with epistemic standards. An example is reflexive thinking, or, as stated in Bermúdez (2018a), “reflective 
evaluation and monitoring of one’s own thinking” (p. 201). Reflexive thinking typically includes evaluating evidence 
for beliefs, such as probable consequences of action, and evaluating inferences between thoughts: 

Such reflexive thinking involves having the target thoughts in mind —entertaining them con-
sciously and considering how they relate to each other logically and evidentially. (2003, p. 159) 

1	 Bermúdez, actually, defends the necessity of natural language sentences. He believes their most common form is inner speech, but grants that 
one might ‘visualize the written form of a sentence’ or “think about a thought through a public utterance or inscription” (2018a, p. 203-4).
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To evaluate our thoughts in this way, Bermúdez argues, we must apprehend the target (first-order) thoughts con-
sciously and in a way that allows the second-order thought to entertain them (Bermúdez, 2010, 2018a). First-order 
thoughts (or any thought to which we have access) must be represented a) in a personal-level, conscious vehicle, and b) 
the vehicle must be linguistic. These requirements exclude that Language of Thought representations can be the vehi-
cles of thought, as they are not consciously available personal-level representations. This vehicle is inner speech, and it is 
what allows us to perform logical operations between thoughts: 

It is clear, moreover, that reflective belief revision will involve explicit consideration of the for-
mal logical relations between thoughts —and we have no understanding of the logical rela-
tions between thoughts except when those thoughts have linguistic vehicles. (Bermúdez, 2003, 
p. 170) 

Hence, in his view, the logical structure of a thought becomes conscious and accessible for second-order thought 
via being formulated in inner speech. One cannot think about logical relations between thoughts “without some-
how ‘holding in mind’ the thoughts between which they hold” (Bermúdez, 2018a, p.  201). This is why inten-
tional ascent (thinking about thinking) requires semantic ascent (thinking about words). These “words” are inner 
speech: 

What we introspect when we introspect our propositional thoughts in the manner required for 
the processes of second-order cognitive dynamics is inner speech. (2003, p. 160)

This is Bermúdez’s explanandum, and the function for which inner speech plays an essential role. In a slightly different 
formulation: “Rehearsing thoughts in the “perceptible garb” of inner speech enables them to be the objects of further 
thoughts” (Bermúdez, 2018a, p. 199). 

3.  Inner speech and thinking about thinking: an empirically untenable picture 

Firstly, we would say that it is hard to pin down what exactly is meant by “rehearsing thoughts” or “holding them 
in mind” in inner speech. One interpretation is that “holding thoughts in mind” is a temporally situated step in the 
second-order process, and that for a second-order thought to occur, one must linguistically articulate the first-order 
thoughts first in order to grasp them. In another perhaps more charitable interpretation, the first order thoughts “held 
in mind” are directly embedded or can already be found within the second-order dynamics. In either case, the first-or-
der thought is described as necessarily being “held in mind” in inner speech (i.e., consciously) in the process of think-
ing about thinking. One possible understanding of what Bermúdez seems to refer to here is that the first-order thought 
has to be retained in working memory for it to be evaluated, similarly to what happens when we briefly ‘hold in mind’ a 
phone number to then directly dial it. What this suggests is that by “holding in mind” the linguistically articulated first 
order thought, he is providing a psychological description of how we engage in second order thinking and the role of in-
ner speech within it. 

In Bermúdez (2003), he describes three paradigm cases that require intentional ascent and are not available to non-lin-
guistic creatures (see Chapter 9 in Bermúdez, 2003): reflexive thinking, higher-order desires, and propositional min-
dreading. In Bermúdez (2018), only two of them remain: reflexive thinking (which changes to “reflexive evaluation”) 
and propositional mindreading. Bermúdez claims that the explicit representations entailed by these processes can only 
take place in a linguistic, natural language medium. The reason is, again, that we need the ability to “hold thoughts in 
mind” to think about them. We will argue that there is empirical evidence showing that reflexive evaluation and prop-
ositional mindreading can occur without inner speech, and that the way he describes the role of inner speech in inten-
tional ascent also seems introspectively unrealistic. 
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3.1.  Reflective evaluation

The first paradigm case that Bermúdez (2018a, p. 201) presents is reflective evaluation and monitoring of one’s thinking: 

We engage in such reflective evaluation and monitoring, for example, when we think about the 
evidential relations between our judgments and the evidence that we have for them. Whether 
those evidential relations are deductive or inductive, they hold between thoughts or propositions 
(which for present purposes I take to be equivalent). And so, one cannot think about those evi-
dential relations without somehow “holding in mind” the thoughts between which they hold. 

Second-order thought needs inner speech because sustaining thoughts in language in this way allows us to think about 
the evidential relations that hold between them. This leads to the consequence that any thought from which one con-
sciously derives an inference or draws an evidential relation has to be “held in mind” in language, i.e., inner speech: 

[I]t is only possible to evaluate and reflect on the extent to which one belief implies another (...) 
or the extent to which a belief is supported by a particular type of evidence if one is able explicitly 
to hold those beliefs in mind. (Bermúdez, 2003, p. 170, emphasis added) 

This use of inner speech, however, does not find support in the empirical literature. We will argue that there are empiri-
cal studies showing that children at the early stage of 4 to 6 years are capable of engaging in conscious reflexive think-
ing. The relevant aspect to take into account when assessing these experiments is that inner speech is said to develop at 
the age of 6-7 (Vygotsky 2012/1934; Alderson-Day & Fernyhough, 2015)2 which makes it very improbable that chil-
dren below these ages are using inner speech when they engage in such tasks (more on this below). The empirical litera-
ture on forms of reflexive thinking is quite abundant, and developmental psychologists have researched and found evi-
dence for children’s abilities of abstract reasoning (Walker et al. 2016), discerning causally relevant variables (Goddu 
et  al. 2020), revising their higher-order beliefs depending on the strength of the evidence (Kimura et  al. (2019) and 
other metacognitive processes such as distinguishing mental states of knowledge from those of uncertainty (Cook et al., 
2011). In these studies, however, children’s metacognitive abilities are measured indirectly, i.e, inferred from their be-
havior, and so the studies are evidence for implicit forms of reflexive thinking. Such forms would not target Bermúdez’s 
claim, as he specifically focuses on the possibility of engaging in conscious or explicit reflexive thinking. 

There is empirical evidence, however, that shows that children between 4 and 6 years old are also capable of conscious re-
flexive thinking. A study by Lagenhoff et al. (2024) shows that 4- to 6-year-old children seem to think reflexively in this 
way. In their study, they wanted to know whether exposing children to the disagreement of others would decrease their 
confidence in their beliefs. First, they taught children a non-existent category (“blicket”). They then asked them to point 
at those objects that were “blickets” and assessed their confidence in their beliefs with questions such as: “In a scale from 1 
to 4: How sure are you that X toys are blickets?” or “Are you really sure or just a little sure?”. They then asked a confeder-
ate to point at “blickets” in front of the children. The answers were either in agreement or in disagreement with the chil-
dren’s. When the confederate’s answers disagreed with the children’s, their confidence judgments decreased significantly 
in the second measurement.3 Finally, in a subsequent period of “information search”, children in the disagreement con-
dition were found more active. We believe this is an empirical case of children evaluating “the extent to which a belief is 
supported by a particular type of evidence”, which is one of the possibilities that Bermúdez explicitly considers as reflexive 
evaluation. Importantly, the confidence questions force children to explicitly reflect on that matter, indicating an explicit 

2	 See also Geva & Fernyhough (2019) for an examination of the causal relation between the emerging of inner speech in early childhood and 
the maturation of the dorsal language stream, and the review of Alderson-Day & Fernyhough (2015) for evidence about the emergence of 
the phonological effect (usually taken as evidence for covert verbal rehearsal) around 7 years of age.

3	 Children’s confidence decreased only when the confederate was introduced as an expert, which, according to the authors, shows children’s 
sensitivity to the epistemic status of whom they were disagreeing with.
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metacognitive capacity (and thus, distinguishing this experiment from the other results on implicit reflexive thinking). 
One possible source of skepticism with this case is that perhaps older children in the group, i.e., those 6 years old, could be 
using inner speech for assessing the confidence in their beliefs. However, no significant differences were found in the result 
between 4-5 and 6-year old children, which seems to discard this possibility. 

Another relevant study without this potential worry related to age is the one by Gardier & Geurten (2024), where they 
carefully measured the metacognitive abilities of children between the ages of 2.5 and 4.5. In this study, infants were 
presented with a memory recognition task. After each forced-choice memory decision, they measured their “retrospec-
tive confidence judgment”. This measure was two-fold. First, they asked them to indicate their degree of certainty using 
two pictures, i.e., pointing at a picture with a confident character if they were sure of their answer, or another one with 
a doubtful character if they were not. Second, for each trial, children were given the possibility of asking for a cue when 
they thought they had given an incorrect answer. They were told by the experimenters that “they had to ask for the cue 
only when they felt like they needed it to select the correct response” (p. 1248). In both studies, then, under the term 
“metacognition”, children are tested to see whether they were able to think about their own thinking, e.g., to judge their 
confidence in their beliefs based on their observations and weighting the beliefs of others. The explicit nature of the 
task (i.e., reporting and considering the need for help) ensures that children are having a conscious thought about their 
thoughts, and that the results are not explainable, for instance, by there being subpersonal mechanisms subconsciously 
“tipping the scale” in their decisions. 

These two studies presented show cases of conscious reflexive thinking without inner speech, thus putting pressure on 
Bermúdez’ account. However, it is true that such studies do not rule out the possibility of children engaging in private 
speech, that is, talking out loud, while they answer the confidence questions. Private speech, in this case, would presum-
ably allow them to “objectify their thoughts” so that they could assess the evidence they have for them. Note, however, 
that not any form of private speech would help Bermúdez’s case, only the hypothetical case in which children in the ex-
periments utter and “hold in speech” the thought that is the object of metacognition (more discussion on this in Sec-
tion 4). 

This potential problem is not found in other studies that examine inner speech in reasoning using articulatory suppres-
sion techniques (Nedergaard et al., 2023), thus being more conclusive evidence against Bermúdez’s account. In articu-
latory suppression, the ability to rehearse verbal information is blocked by instructing subjects to perform a task while 
producing language out loud. If the performance of the task is affected, it is concluded that the task had a linguistic 
component. In the study of Evans & Brooks (1981), they tested whether phonological suppression had an effect on re-
vising the logical validity of inferences. In their experiment, subjects were presented with various valid or invalid logi-
cal inferences (e.g., If it is not a triangle, then it is not red. It is not red. Then, it is not a triangle) and they had to decide 
whether or not the conclusion follows logically. To impede linguistic rehearsal for solving the problems, a group of sub-
jects had to utter a counting sequence repeatedly while solving the task (the “articulation condition”). Overall, this ex-
periment required that subjects engaged in reflexive evaluation and thought about the (deductive, in this case) “eviden-
tial relations between our judgments and the evidence that we have for them” (to use Bermúdez’s phrasing). Not being 
able to use inner speech would impair the reasoning, according to him. However, the results showed that subjects in 
the articulation condition did not perform any worse (surprisingly, they were found to answer faster than the control 
group). 

While we believe such empirical evidence is conclusive regarding the necessity of inner speech for intentional ascent 
in the case of reflexive thinking, we also think that it is worth pointing at some daily-life situations in order to intui-
tively doubt the idea that thinking about thinking necessitates inner speech as the format that “holds in mind” our 
thoughts. Bermúdez does not give the reader any examples of how the reflective process presumably unfolds and how 
inner speech plays its role (which makes this rather intuitive assessment of the theory a bit harder), but we contend that 
daily-life situations that are potential candidates of reflexive thinking seem to occur without “holding in mind” in inner 
speech the thoughts we are thinking about. 
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SCHOOL HOLIDAY 

I observe from the street that the light in the apartment I share with my partner is on, and it is 
a moment of surprise because, at this time, I do not expect her to be home from teaching at the 
school. While I look for reasons why this would be so, I remember seeing an image of a newspa-
per front page that said that today is a city holiday. Then, I remember her telling me that one of 
the perks of this job was that, whenever there is a city holiday, schools end classes earlier than 
normal. I conclude, then, that my partner is home, and that’s why the light is on. 

Answering the question of why my apartment’s light is on entails reflection on “the extent to which one belief implies 
another” (Bermúdez, 2003, p. 170). The kind of reasoning going on in this case is deductive reasoning whose premises 
could be something like: “It’s a holiday; if it’s a holiday, school classes end at midday and my partner will be home early; 
school classes end at midday and my partner will be home early”. However, each premise of this deduction need not be 
enunciated in inner speech; it suffices to remember the newspaper front page from earlier in the morning by which you 
learned about the holiday to reach the conclusion that my partner is home, which might or might not be enunciated in 
inner speech. Notice that we are not presenting a case of unconscious reasoning, but rather how an episode of reflective 
thinking would unfold consciously. We believe that this ordinary example, and other similar ones, intuitively motivate 
the idea that this sort of reflexive thinking can be done ordinarily without necessarily using inner speech and, were our 
reflective operations in need of uttering every proposition in inner speech, this would be too cognitively costly.

A couple of remarks are in order before moving to the case of propositional mindreading. First, we acknowledge that 
this intuitive example might not alone convince Bermúdez or anyone favoring his account, but we think that it can, 
at least conditionally, add more pressure on his account on top of the empirical cases presented. Second, in presenting 
these empirical and intuitive cases against the thesis of intentional ascent, we are not denying that inner speech might 
enhance, assist, and be used in many cases of conscious reflexive thinking and evaluation, mostly in adults and children 
after 6-8 years old. Its cognitive role in supporting and enhancing reasoning processes, as well as other executive func-
tions such as inhibition, task-switching and planning is well documented in inner speech studies (Alderson-Day & 
Fernyhough, 2015; Petrolini et al., 2020), which overall speaks in favor of weakening the claim of the necessity of inner 
speech for such cognitive processes. 

3.2.  Propositional mindreading

The second paradigm case for intentional ascent is propositional attitude mindreading, that is, “consciously attributing 
thoughts to others in order to make sense of and predict their behaviour” (Bermúdez 2018a, p. 201). The kind of proposi-
tional attitude mindreading Bermúdez focuses on is to be distinguished from other forms of social coordination in which 
no explicit attribution of thoughts is done, and importantly, from other forms of mindreading such as perceptual min-
dreading, in which subjects simply “need to be able to represent the fact that the agent is perceiving that state of affairs” 
(Bermúdez 2018a, p. 202). Whereas perceptual mindreading is world-oriented, and attributes a state of affairs as perceived 
by another subject, propositional mindreading involves metarepresentation, and entails representing how the subject is 
representing a state of affairs (propositions, thoughts, or belief-states held by the subject) (Bermúdez, 2003; 2018b). Also, 
propositional states of others must be consciously accessible to consider them in one’s course of action; they are conscious 
insofar they are a part of “conscious practical decision-making” (2018b, p. 124). Conscious propositional mindreading is 
not possible without inner speech, again, mediating metarepresentation or the process of “holding a thought in mind”. In 
Bermúdez’s phrasing: “it is impossible explicitly to attribute a propositional attitude to another subject without explicitly 
representing the thought that is the content of the propositional attitude” (2018b, p. 202). 

The problem, as with the previous case, is that there is empirical evidence against conscious propositional mindreading 
necessitating inner speech. Propositional mindreading is standardly measured with false-belief paradigms (Wimmer & 
Perner, 1983), and false-belief tasks are considered by Bermúdez (2018b) cases of propositional mindreading. There has 
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been much discussion regarding the role of language in belief attribution, both in children and adults (Milligan et al., 
2007; Newton and de Villiers, 2007, among others), but here we will focus on Forgeot d’Arc & Ramus (2011), who 
present a study with people from ages 19-31 to specifically examine the role of inner speech in belief attribution. For 
this, they use a completely nonverbal paradigm consisting of silent animated cartoons. Subjects were presented an ani-
mated film until the suspense scene froze, and they had to choose the most plausible end of the story from the two that 
appeared on the screen and give their response on a response box. The study used verbal shadowing in the dual-task par-
adigm to inhibit inner speech, so that “a sufficiently demanding verbal shadowing task engages phonological representa-
tions to such an extent that it is not possible to concurrently formulate propositions using inner speech” (Forgeot d’Arc 
& Ramus 2011, p. 978). The concurrent shadowing task consisted of repeating each word as it was being heard from 
their headphones. Results show that verbal interference had an effect on performance, which decreased, but no effect 
on belief attribution. Participants were able to attribute beliefs despite having their inner speech interfered with, and 
hence, their results spoke against the hypothesis that verbal rehearsal is necessary for belief attribution. The attribution 
of the belief is conscious because participants were explicitly asked for the end of the story.

In the study of Dungan & Saxe (2012), they used a similar procedure of showing participants a video of live actors who 
were dressed as animals, and in each video a rabbit hid carrots under a box, then a cat came and moved the object first 
to a second box, and then to a third box. During the movements, the rabbit was either present (‘‘true belief’’) or absent 
(‘‘false-belief’’). Participants had to answer for the most likely ending of the video. The study tested the effects of differ-
ent kinds of shadowing (verbal shadowing, no shadowing, or rhythms) and found that performance hindrance was not 
specific to the verbal kind. Overall, then, there seems to be empirical evidence from these different domains suggesting 
that conscious belief attribution functions quite independently from inner speech. 

As we also argued for the case of reflexive evaluation, we contend that the use of inner speech described by Bermúdez seems 
psychologically inaccurate in daily-life situations. Imagine the following case of propositional attitude attribution: 

A TEENAGER IS FOUND OUT

A teenager wants to go out with her friends when she is not supposed to. She says she’s going to 
sleep and hides pillows under her blanket to form the impression that she’s sleeping in her bed. 
The teenager sneaks out, but her mom finds out. 

In Bermúdez’s account, the parent would need to ‘hold in mind’ and explicitly represent (using inner speech) the thoughts 
that she will attribute to her daughter. For instance, that she wanted to pretend she was sleeping; that she thought that the pil-
lows would do the trick, and that she does not yet know that she has been caught. (The last one is a false-belief attribution: 
the mom attributes to the daughter the false belief that the plan worked.) However, the mom can propositionally mindread 
her daughter in various ways without having to hold in mind or enunciate such thoughts in inner speech. The propositional 
states of her daughter are consciously accessible to her and can take part in her conscious, practical decision-making’ (Bermú-
dez, 2018b). For instance, she might decide to amuse herself the next day and ask her trick questions about how she could pos-
sibly get any sleep given the unusual noises coming from the street, and she might mindread her further and predict that she 
will probably evade these questions by making more things up. So, the mother can attribute thoughts to her daughter, plan to 
act accordingly (ask her tricky questions the next day) and predict her behavior (creativity in her answers), without having to 
formulate and consciously access a linguistic representation of her daughter’s belief and without articulating anything in in-
ner speech. It should be noted that of course it is possible to reconstruct the case by making explicit in inner speech each of the 
steps in the process of belief attribution but this doesn’t seem the typical way of proceeding. 

3.3.  Intentional ascent in an epistemic reading

A possible reply to our criticisms is that Bermúdez is not trying to describe the psychological process by which these sec-
ond-order operations happen but rather he would be taking an epistemic approach, addressing the question of what 
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would confer justification and internal epistemic warrant to our reasoning process: what justifies me in believing that 
the inference I draw is valid?4 The idea here would be that inner speech is necessary for this internal justification-con-
ferring process —what we would have to answer if asked for justification (i.e., language, sentences, words). Under this 
epistemic reading, Bermúdez could agree that psychologically inner speech is not required for intentional ascent and 
propositional mindreading and still maintain that explicit inner speech representation is epistemically necessary for in-
tentional ascent, that is, needs to be invoked in any process of conferring justification to the deliberative processes lead-
ing to conclusions (and, plausibly, to attributing propositional states to others). 

One should notice, however, that this interpretation is not straightforward in Bermúdez’s works. In many places, he is 
clearly speaking about a psychological process, while in others, he only mentions epistemic notions such as ‘evidence’ 
or ‘evaluation’ (Bermúdez, 2018a). In the most recent argument for intentional ascent (see Section 4 below), specifi-
cally, the epistemic interpretation doesn’t seem warranted. But even if we grant this epistemic interpretation to avoid 
the worries presented and others, additional problems arise for this reading, as one could doubt that inner speech is re-
quired for such an epistemic process of reasoning. That is, would higher-order thinking just be epistemically justified 
when carried out in inner speech? The kind of epistemic justification at stake here has to be internal justification, for 
clearly one cannot defend that the validity of the deduction (something external) depends on my rehearsing in inner 
speech the premises and the conclusion (pace certain forms of psychologism). The problem for internal justification ap-
pears, though, for the cases of inner speech absence, as the ones presented above for reflexive evaluation and proposi-
tional mindreading (and see also cases of unsymbolized thinking or anendophasia presented below). It seems reasonable 
to say that subjects in these cases can be epistemically justified without relying on inner speech. 

4.  A dilemma for the role of inner speech in intentional ascent 

The most detailed argument Bermúdez offers for his thesis that intentional ascent requires semantic ascent can be found 
in his 2018a article (pp. 202–203). In this Section, we will present the argument, comment on and add existing evidence 
against the claim that the vehicles of the intentional ascent must be either language-like or image-like (Premise 3), and fo-
cus on a key idea of the argument (Premise 4): target thoughts must be represented in a way that reveals their canonical 
structure (i.e., how they are built up from their constituent elements). We argue that the way Bermúdez believes the ca-
nonical structure of natural language sentences might be settled, that is, subconsciously, is in tension with the idea that ex-
panded forms of inner speech are better suited for the job of revealing it, leading to a dilemma for the view. 

Bermúdez’s (2018, pp. 202–203)5 argument runs as follows: 

1.	 The paradigm cases of thinking about thinking are conscious mental acts that involve taking a target thought as the 
object of thought. 

2.	 So, these target thoughts must be represented by consciously accessible constituents of a creature’s psychological life. 
3.	 The representational format for these consciously accessible constituents of psychological life must be either lan-

guage-like or image-like. 
4.	 Target thoughts must be represented in a way that reveals their canonical structure (i.e., how they are built up from 

their constituent elements). 
5.	 Representing thoughts in a pictorial or image-like format does not reveal their canonical structure.

4	 We are indebted to Zoe Drayson (UC Davis) for calling the attention to this reading in the talk “Inner Speech and Thinking about 
Thoughts”, delivered on March 14, 2023, within the Inner Speech Seminar Series organized by Daniel Gregory with the collaboration of 
the research project “Inner Speech in Action” (UPF), the LOGOS Research Group and the Barcelona Institute of Analytic Philosophy. 

5	 As mentioned above, notice that in this detailed argument there is no trace of the ‘epistemic reading’ present, but rather what is at stake is 
the characterization of the psychological process of second-order thinking and what sort of representational format is required.
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6.	 The canonical structure of a thought is revealed when it is represented in a linguistic format. 
7.	 Thoughts can be linguistically represented either by sentences in the language of thought, or by natural language 

sentences. 
8.	 Sentences in the language of thought are not consciously accessible constituents of psychological life. 
9.	 Therefore, thoughts can only be taken as the objects of thought when they are represented by natural language sen-

tences. 

First, let us refer briefly to the possible problems posed by Premise 3: “The representational format for these con-
sciously accessible constituents of psychological life must be either language-like or image-like.” As other authors have 
already highlighted (Lurz, 2007), this premise would deny that in cases of unsymbolized thinking (Hurlburt and Ak-
ther, 2008), intentional ascent is possible. Unsymbolized thinking is an episode of thinking without any words or im-
ages that some people report having as an inner experience, characterized by Hurlburt and colleagues. It seems diffi-
cult to say that in those cases intentional ascent is not possible, that is, that an unsymbolized thought cannot become 
the object of a second-order thought. Minimally, saying ‘this thought’, that is, ostensibly referring to an unsymbolized 
thought (which is the kind of thing subjects might report in interviews with Hurlburt and colleagues), is a second-or-
der thought whose target thought is not linguistically articulated, and therefore its canonical structure cannot be re-
vealed (Premise 6)6. Moreover, in the interviews by Hurlburt and colleagues, subjects are asked to describe the experi-
ence of the thought in detail, thus resulting in not just its apprehension but a thorough examination and reflection of 
the thought itself.

Analogously, cases of anendophasia (Nedergaard & Lupyan, 2023), in which subjects report experiencing no inner 
speech at all, would present an additional problem for premise 3. Are people with anendophasia incapable of inten-
tional ascent? This is simply not the case. Rather, their behavioral differences are seemingly minimal (e.g., in Neder-
gaard & Lupyan (2023), poorer performance in rhyme judgment tasks and verbal working memory) and not crucial to 
their cognition, as Bermúdez’s account would predict. Anendophasia is a phenomenon discovered only recently, and 
the empirical literature on its psychological implications is nascent. We would argue that the fact that this condition 
has remained unnoticed for so long speaks against the necessity of inner speech (insofar as it denotes a conscious, intro-
spectable phenomenon) for any process that would translate into crucial behavioral differences, e.g., not being able to 
think reflexively, or the impossibility of attributing propositional states to others. 

In the case of anendophasic individuals, one could argue that perhaps they could be talking out loud or writing in order 
to perform tasks related to intentional ascent. While it is true that private speech seems to substitute inner speech usage 
for anendophasics (for instance, the study of Nedergaard & Lupyan (2023) found that performance in the verbal work-
ing memory and rhyme judgment tasks decreased only in anendophasics who did not talk out loud while performing 
them), no studies have proven this compensation with regards to reflexive evaluation and propositional mindreading. 
And while it is possible to imagine how anendophasics could particularly benefit from uttering out loud or writing their 
thoughts for reflexive evaluation, the fact that they would have to do the same with the propositional states of others 
in order to attribute them seems far-fetched. Lastly, both in unsymbolized thinking and anendophasia cases, Bermúdez 
could appeal to a recharacterization of the cases as misdescriptions, illusory experiences, or as somehow involving some 
minimal form of inner speech, despite what subjects report. However, this comes at the cost of denying the phenomena 
per se. Accepting instead that second order thought is not possible for these subjects also seems a high cost to pay.

6	 We are also inclined to doubt Premise 5: thinking about thinking can only be done in a linguistic format (see also Munroe, 2021, for a de-
fense of image-based reasoning). Image-like formats, such as following a pattern of visually representing different premises of an argument 
seem to be able to do the job. In a reasoning of the sort ‘Jan is taller than Júlia’, ‘Júlia is taller than Mia’, therefore ‘Jan is taller than Mia’, we 
might not hold in mind these sentences in inner speech but just visually represent what they express in order to evaluate their correction. 
We won’t pursue this debate here, but see Lurz (2007), and also Bermúdez (2011, 2018b) for replies. 
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Now let’s move to Premise 4 of the argument. It states that for intentional ascent we need a representational format 
that reveals the canonical structure of thought, that is, “how [thoughts] are built up from their constituents”. A first 
point to note is that, as several authors have emphasized (Vygotsky 2012/1934; Fernyhough 2004), inner speech nor-
mally comes in a condensed format, that is, as fragmented words such as ‘supermarket’. Such “single words” are not apt 
to reveal the constituents of thoughts. Indeed, Bermúdez admits that “Beckett-like subsentential utterances are typi-
cally not useful tools for bringing full-fledged propositional thoughts to mind” (Bermúdez 2018a, p. 205, our emphasis). 
Thus, there needs to be a certain inner speech profile that allows for the revelation of canonical structure, namely, ex-
panded forms of inner speech (ibid.). 

However, Martínez-Manrique and Vicente (2010) have already objected that inner speech cannot encode thoughts 
because of its semantic indeterminacy, that is, natural language sentences do not determine the propositions by them-
selves, and so target thoughts cannot become the object of further thought via inner speech. Bermúdez (2018a) re-
sponds in detail to this objection. First, he recognizes that context must play a role, and is tempted to reject the se-
mantic indeterminacy of inner speech on the basis of the crucial role of context in the determination of meaning, but 
he decides not to pursue this strategy. In the end, he grants natural language’s indeterminacy and offers a way to avoid 
their criticism while maintaining his theory: semantic and syntactic determination can be solved by subconscious opera-
tions, and what is apprehended in inner speech is the determinate content of the sentence itself. In inner speech, then, 
what disambiguates and fully determines its meaning are subpersonal computations, leaving it open whether indetermi-
nacy is experienced or not at the conscious level (p. 211). 

We believe that this response leaves Bermúdez’s account in a problematic situation regarding the role of inner speech 
in presumably revealing the canonical structure of our thoughts (Premise 4). On the one hand, if content is determined 
subconsciously, then highly condensed inner speech (and arguably, “Beckett-like subsentential utterances”) would do 
equally well in revealing the canonical structure of the thought in play. But in how Bermúdez initially sets the stage, 
these utterances are “typically not useful tools for bringing full-fledged propositional thoughts to mind” (p. 205), ex-
panded kinds being the ones suited for the job. The fact that the degree of expansion of inner speech has any influence 
in revealing the canonical structure becomes something hard to explain once it is assumed that syntactic/semantic am-
biguity is solved subconsciously. Why would more words reveal it better? Intentional ascent would be equally feasible 
over “I need to go to the supermarket before it closes” than the same-meaning utterance “supermarket!”. Thus, subcon-
scious determination of content renders inner speech expansion superfluous.7

Here Bermúdez could argue that we are conflating ‘content determination’ with ‘revelation of canonical structure’, so 
that his view is in fact that while content is determined subconsciously, inner speech is required for revealing thought’s 
canonical structure consciously. In this case, inner speech would still be key in making conscious the structure and con-
stituents of a first-order thought, which would be something “added” to the determination of content, and which could 
plausibly be dependent on the properties (e.g., the expansion) of the inner speech vehicle. Bermúdez, however, gives no 
hint of this dissociation of the expressions ‘content determination’ and ‘revelation of canonical structure’ in his answer 
to Martínez-Manrique and Vicente’s (2010) criticism. (If these expressions didn’t conflate, Bermúdez’s answer would 
not be an answer to their critique). In any case, we would say that we are sympathetic to the idea that inner speech is 
(one way of) making thought conscious in general, although in a way that departs from Bermúdez’s original view of in-
ner speech being required as stated in Premise 4 (see Section 5). 

On the other hand, if one follows Bermúdez’s claim that expanded inner speech utterances are better suited to do the 
job of revealing the canonical structure, we run into the second horn of the dilemma. Indeed, if it is about words that 
we think when we think about thoughts, then the amount of words (expansion) would seem decisive in the revelation 
of the canonical structure of a thought. The problem is that it is unclear how much expansion is required in order for a 

7	 And if one takes unsymbolized thought and anendophasia cases at face value, then —for the job described by Bermúdez— the role of inner 
speech alone would be superfluous too.
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thought to “be represented in a way that reveals their canonical structure (i.e., how they are built up from their constit-
uent elements)”. Similar to Martínez-Manrique & Vicente’s (2010) criticism of ambiguity, one could insist that even 
very expanded forms of inner speech might not adequately reveal a thought in the way that Bermúdez seems to require. 
Indeed, it was Frege’s (1892) and Russell’s (1905) idea (and many others after them) that natural language misleads us 
about the nature of the propositions we assert, and so of our thoughts. A superficial inner speech utterance might lead 
to a very different proposition once there has been revelation of its logical form. The logical form of propositions can be 
made manifest by the structure of a sentence in a formal language. This format would indeed guarantee the revelation 
of how a thought is built up from its constituent elements. Such formal languages, though, are not natural public lan-
guages like inner speech, for which we would need to “say” in inner speech the utterances that reflect the logical struc-
ture of propositions. This scenario would require “holding in mind” complicated sentences (e.g., for every ‘x’, if ‘x’ has 
the property ‘y’...) and a good number of them (plausibly all the reasoning steps involved). The idea that inner speech 
must occur in this form is a reductio ad absurdum of Bermúdez’s argument. It may only correspond to philosophers and 
logicians, and in any case, it is not the sort of inner speech profile we typically experience, even when second-order rea-
soning. In fact, in analogy with cognitive operations such as counting, complex cognitive linguistic activities might nor-
mally need the support of the act of writing the sentences down on a paper, a blackboard, etc., as the embodied and ex-
tended cognition tradition has highlighted (Bruineberg & van den Herik, 2021). If sophisticated higher-order cases of 
thinking require extended cognition, then the operation of ‘holding in mind’ might not be sufficient to start with. We 
have acknowledged earlier, though, that Bermúdez recognizes that the language object of intentional ascent might be 
written. But notice that if for the most paradigmatic intentional ascent operations we need external support, then his 
theory might not be best described as a theory of inner speech. The fact that natural language sentences (in inner speech, 
overt speech, or written language) may be beneficial or particularly useful for intentional ascent is not what we are ob-
jecting to here. Rather, it is the claim that we would need to enunciate our thoughts in a (conscious) natural language 
(hence, typically inner speech) to think about them. 

Notice that our argument resembles Martínez-Manrique and Vicente’s (2010) ambiguity argument, in that the con-
clusion is the same —inner speech is not suitable for intentional ascent in the way required by Bermúdez— but takes 
another route to this conclusion: if we grant that expansion is relevant to the canonical revelation of content, then the 
extreme secure form in which we know that a sentence reveals its canonical structure (i.e., how it’s built up from its 
constituent elements) is by formalizing it, thus distancing from how typically inner speech is presented in experience. 
But if such formalization is “said” in words internally, then the process might become too complex to be able to “hold it 
in mind”, which raises doubts about whether inner speech is the correct explanans. 

To sum up, we are in front of a dilemma. On the one hand, if thought content is determined subconsciously, then 
the role of inner speech becomes superfluous in the revelation of canonical structure (condensed and expanded forms 
would do equally well, and presumably forms of unsymbolized thought too). On the other hand, if expansion is decisive 
for revealing the canonical structure of thought, formalization (or any other sophisticated form of inner speech) would 
be a secure case of doing the job, but at the cost of distancing too much from how typically inner speech is experienced. 
In any case, an explanation is lacking on where to draw the line on the expansion needed, and the problem (and hence, 
the dilemma) is that, as long as the line is not drawn, inner speech seems either trivial or inaccurately described.8

Finally, another point to be made is that, while there might be reasons to argue for expanded and logically rich forms 
of inner speech for the first paradigm case, reflexive evaluation and monitoring of one’s own thinking, one could doubt 
that the case is applicable to cases of propositional mindreading. While, following Bermúdez, both cognitive activi-
ties require metarepresentation, it seems that only the former can insist on the high standard of needing the canoni-
cal structure revealed, i.e., for further operations, like revision of evidential relations, contrasting hypotheses, and so on. 

8	 For an alternative view according to which conscious thoughts are determined by the linguistic mechanism underlying inner speech and 
unsymbolized thought, see Vicente & Jorba (2019). 
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For the act of consciously attributing a propositional state, however, focusing on inner speech as the format that needs 
to reveal the canonical structure of the attributed thought (at the cost of being always unrealistically expanded, for in-
stance) remains unjustified. 

5.  Gesturing towards a less demanding and more encompassing role of inner speech 

After assessing Bermúdez’s theory of intentional ascent, we believe that its high standards might come with a certain 
“tension” with what seemed to be the project (and the letter) of the 2003 book, namely, the idea of language as mediat-
ing the distinctiveness of human cognition through the capacity for metarepresentation or metacognition. The uneasi-
ness would come from noticing that what seemed to be a very pervasive and relevant phenomenon in our cognitive lives 
(that regarded a seemingly “looser” notion of reflexive thinking and included second-order desires) risks being a very 
infrequent and sophisticated psychological —if not philosophical— process, arguably only available to those logically 
skilled instead of the linguistically able. A perhaps more congenial picture to his own project as stated in the 2003 book, 
would construe intentional ascent in a less cognitively demanding way, so that then it could be seen as more pervasive in 
our cognitive lives. 

We believe that we can maintain the main insight of Bermúdez’s views without endorsing his more (to our minds) 
problematic claims, and unrealistic psychological picture of intentional ascent. It seems plausible that thinking about 
thinking requires metarepresentation, but not necessarily via inner speech. We do not deny that inner speech might 
sometimes present an extended profile, which may do better at revealing the constituents of thought, and which one 
may conveniently think “about” in order to think further, but we have argued that to maintain that this is always the 
case is to demand too much from second-order operations, and from inner speech, which usually presents itself in a 
more condensed manner, or it is altogether absent, as in the empirical cases presented. 

Inner speech can be, among other things, the vehicle in which certain thoughts are embedded, an operation involved in 
making them conscious. In this sense, we might maintain the importance of inner speech in making thoughts conscious, 
that is, in bringing thoughts to consciousness, in gaining access to our thoughts. This facilitates thought (first and sec-
ond-order) in a way that creatures who don’t enjoy inner speech might lack. 

Bermúdez (2018a) raises the point that there is an equivocation between two different senses of ‘consciously accessi-
ble’ that leads to a misunderstanding of his view. The two senses are 1) a thought being consciously accessible insofar 
as it is conscious and 2) a thought being consciously accessible insofar as it is being consciously thought about (i.e., in-
sofar as it is the object of a conscious thought). He warns us of the risk of conflating both senses. While he accepts that 
inner speech is not required for 1), inner speech is required for 2), according to him. While we agree with this concep-
tual distinction, we believe there is room for arguing that in both cases, inner speech can play the same role of “bringing 
thoughts to consciousness”, that is, of making thoughts consciously accessible in the linguistic format, and, importantly, 
in neither case would inner speech be necessary. If inner speech is the vehicle of some thoughts, understood as the 
“clothing” in which some thoughts are articulated, this role is done both in 1) and in 2), and noticing this fact might al-
low us to see a more pervasive role of inner speech in our minds —without endorsing the problematic necessity claim of 
inner speech, which Bermúdez only holds for 2. 

However, we do not need to commit to this being the only way in which thoughts come to consciousness and are thought 
about, as we can also think about pure contents, as in cases of unsymbolized thinking (Hurlburt & Akther, 2008; see Jorba 
& Vicente 2014 for a defense of such a view). Yet, we can consider language as a privileged format to make our thinking 
processes conscious and explicit (e.g., when asked for justification, or in specially sophisticated cases), without postulating 
its use in the manner described by Bermúdez, nor restricting second-order abilities to infrequent and sophisticated pro-
cesses that, arguably, may not be available solely by being language-using creatures. On the other hand, lowering the de-
mands on inner speech allows one to include many other ways in which inner speech can aid cognition. 
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If we focus on how inner speech gives rise to thoughts, as it occurs in cases of first-order linguistic thinking, and consider 
it analogous to second-order thinking, we gain a way of rescuing the relevance of inner speech for cognition, in line with 
Bermúdez’s argumentation in the 2003 book. The picture of the necessity of inner speech just for paradigmatically very 
sophisticated cases of intentional ascent risks jeopardizing Bermúdez’s (right) intuition of the relevance of inner speech, 
and of language altogether for cognition. Perhaps this risk is not real if we drop the phrasing of “thinking about words” 
(which, we argued, is problematic). When we explore our ability (instead of our necessity) to think with words, words 
retain their benefit as a cognitive tool and their ability to bring thoughts (and thoughts for further thoughts) to the 
forefront, and conduct thought processes consciously. It is in this sense that Jorba & Vicente (2014, p. 95) say:

[W]hen we focus our attention on something by means of inner speech, we become conscious, 
not of our own inner speech —which is already a conscious phenomenon— but of the content of 
our inner speech. That is, we become conscious, e.g. that the triangle should not be put in the up-
per left corner, that p follows from q, or whatever. Inner speech, by driving our attention to con-
tents, makes these contents conscious. And note that inner speech is used in having conscious 
thoughts, not in having thoughts about those thoughts. 

In this picture, inner speech needs not be recruited as a format in order to engage in second-order thinking, and first-or-
der thoughts need not undergo a linguistic transformation to be part of the process. Inner speech might come into play, 
but not to ‘hold in mind’ the premises and be the ‘blackboard’ for evidential relations. It might express, for instance, the 
end of a second-order process directly (in the SCHOOL HOLIDAY example, the person could say “Ah, she’s home 
early”). It can also take place in “impoverished”, condensed inner speech, because in this case it is mainly and directly an 
operation of the syntactic/semantic aspects of inner speech; a case of thinking about thoughts, not about words. In this 
picture, inner speech is a tool that we think with, not about. Thinking with words is yet one use among others of inner 
speech, and even if it brings a number of benefits, it might not be necessary for thinking about thinking, if our criticisms 
and others are on the right spot. If we conceive of inner speech as an activity of speaking, albeit silently, in analogy with 
outer speech (Jorba & Vicente, 2014; Martínez-Manrique & Vicente, 2015), and understand processes of thinking 
(from the most basic to the most sophisticated) as “piggyback riding” such activity of speaking, we might have a more 
handy explanation of the relevance of inner speech in our conscious and reflective behavior and cognition. Interest-
ingly enough, this less restrained view (thinking with words) seems to represent more accurately the human counterpart 
mode of thinking implicitly stated in the title of his 2003 book, Thinking without words. 

6.  Concluding remarks 

We have presented Bermúdez’s view on intentional ascent and the role of inner speech in it, arguing that the way Ber-
múdez describes second-order thinking processes (those that require intentional ascent, hence semantic ascent, and 
hence, inner speech) is empirically untenable, and unrealistic when applied to real-life examples. We have also argued 
that requiring that the target thought be represented and apprehended in inner speech in a way that reveals its canoni-
cal structure (Premise 4 of the argument), results in a dilemma where inner speech becomes either superfluous or inac-
curately described. Inner speech can be condensed, or it can be absent altogether, and second-order dynamics might still 
take place (see the empirical evidence above and the intuitive counterexamples). Given its high standards, Bermúdez’s 
view risks depicting inner speech in a too sophisticated form, present in activities that may not be available to the lin-
guistically able, but to the logically skilled, and such activities may need the aid of external support (e.g., writing), thus 
raising doubts about Bermúdez’s view being about inner speech. The thinking processes that require intentional ascent 
(reflexive thinking and propositional mindreading) are prevalent, widespread, and take place in less demanding set-
tings. Ideally, they are part of the average-human cognitive toolkit. We suggested that a way to account for this fact and 
to safeguard Bermúdez’s role of language in cognition is to reconsider our ability to think with words (instead of about 
words), in a way that is more psychologically realistic and less cognitively costly for thinking about thinking to occur, 
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and for inner speech to be involved. Language can retain the benefits and thought-enabling characteristics defended by 
Bermúdez, while addressing the distinctiveness of human cognition in a wider variety of cognitive processes and avoid-
ing the necessity claim that, under scrutiny, appears problematic and/or unrealistic. 
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ABSTRACT:  One important dimension in the work of José Luis Bermúdez concerns broadening our ideal of de-
liberational rationality beyond the narrow confines of standard rational decision theory. In this vein, he (2020, 2022) 
presents two claims: (i) there are ‘quasi-cyclical preferences’. (ii) Quasi-cyclical preferences can be rational. These 
claims contradict received wisdom in decision theory. I shall critically discuss both claims. In particular, I shall ques-
tion whether there are quasi-cyclical preferences, and whether they can be rational. As for the latter issue, I shall con-
sider three paradigmatic applications: time inconsistency, game theory, and discursive deadlock.
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RESUMEN:  Una dimensión importante del trabajo de José Luis Bermúdez se refiere a la ampliación de nuestro ideal 
de deliberación racional más allá del estrecho marco de la teoría de la decisión racional estándar. En esta línea, Bermú-
dez (2020, 2022) presenta dos tesis: (i) existen «preferencias cuasi-cíclicas»; (ii) las preferencias cuasi-cíclicas pueden 
ser racionales. Estas tesis contradicen ideas tradicionalmente aceptadas en la teoría de la decisión. Discutiré crítica-
mente ambas tesis. En particular, cuestionaré si existen preferencias cuasi-cíclicas y si pueden ser racionales. Con re-
specto a esta última cuestión, consideraré dos aplicaciones paradigmáticas: inconsistencia temporal, teoría de juegos y 
bloqueos discursivos.
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LABURPENA:  José Luis Bermúdezen laneko alderdi garrantzitsu batek erabaki arrazionalaren teoria estanda-
rraren muga estuetatik harago zabaltzen du deliberazio-arrazionaltasunaren gure eredua. Ildo horretan, bi baiezta-
pen egiten ditu (2021, 2022): (i) «lehentasun kuasiziklikoak» daude; (ii) lehentasun kuasiziklikoak arrazionalak 
izan daitezke. Baieztapen horiek erabakiaren teoriaren jakinduria konbentzionalarekin kontraesanean daude. Kriti-
koki aztertuko ditut bi baieztapenak. Batez ere, zalantzan jarriko dut ea badauden lehentasun kuasiziklikoak eta ea 
arrazionalak izan daitezkeen. Azken auzi horri dagokionez, hiru aplikazio paradigmatiko aztertuko ditut: denbora-
inkontsistentzia, joko-teoria eta diskurtso-blokeoak.
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1.  What are quasi-cyclical preferences?

My aim is to critically discuss José Luis Bermúdez’s proposal that there are quasi-cyclical preferences, and that they play 
a role in rational deliberation. Bermúdez introduces quasi-cyclical preferences by distinguishing them from cyclical or 
intransitive preferences. The latter are standardly taken to be irrational (2020, p. 79):

There are good reasons to think that it is irrational to have preferences that are cyclical. A deci-
sion-maker has cyclical preferences when, for example, she simultaneously prefers o1 to o2, o2 to 
o3, and o3 to o1. A decision-maker with cyclical preferences will never be able to decide to do what 
she prefers most (assuming that transitivity holds). For each of o1, o2, and o3, there will always be 
something she prefers to it. (2022, p. 3, m.e., notation adapted)

Cyclical preferences are defined as follows: an agent has cyclical preferences if, among her options, she prefers o1 to o2, o2 
to o3, and o3 to o1. Such preferences cannot properly guide decision-making. The following connection between prefer-
ences and rational decisions seems plausible: among any options o1, o2,… on, it is rational to choose oi only if there is no 
option oj that one prefers over oi. Yet cyclical preferences leave the agent in a quandary: whatever option she chooses, 
there will be one she prefers, i.e. would rather choose. Thus, there is no option that could be rationally chosen.

Bermúdez introduces quasi-cyclical preferences in three main steps (2021, ch. 6). In a first step, he claims that prefer-
ences do not range over outcomes but framed outcomes:

I suggest that the objects of preference are framed outcomes. There is no such thing as making 
choices over a purely extensional opportunity set, independent of any way of describing or fram-
ing the things in it. (2022, p. 3)

Preferences concern outcomes of one’s actions given certain states of the world. Usually, preferences are assumed to 
concern outcomes as they are independently of how we represent them. In contrast, Bermúdez claims that preferences 
outcomes as represented or framed in a certain way. 

In order to support this claim, Bermúdez points to framing effects that are well-established in the psychological re-
search on heuristics and biases (2020, ch. 2). Against the widespread view that framing effects are irrational, Bermú-
dez emphasizes that they can be useful for decision-making. Given our limited purview of an indefinite number of op-
tions and their potential consequences, framing is a way of focusing attention on certain outcomes (2020, pp. 120-123). 
These arguments do not yet show that preferences themselves come framed, though.

Bermúdez takes a second step (2020, p. 81; 2022, p. 3). Comparable to opaque beliefs, framing the same outcome o1 under 
two frames FA(o1) and FB(o1) opens up the possibility of preferring o1 to a different outcome o2 under one frame and pre-
ferring o2 to o1 under a different frame. For comparison, ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’ refer to the same celestial body, but 
we may refer to that body under the diverse descriptions ‘Hesperus is the bright celestial body visible in the evening’ and 
‘Phosphorus is the bright celestial body visible in the morning’ (2020, p. 12). This opens up the possibility of rationally be-
lieving Hesperus to be distinct from Phosphorus. Quasi-cyclical preferences function analogously to such a case of opaque 
belief.1 However, Bermúdez sees one important difference to the case of referentially opaque beliefs. Quasi-cyclical prefer-
ences are referentially transparent. FA(o1) and FB(o1) are known to be frames for the same outcome (2020, p. 98). 

Bermúdez develops his case for quasi-cyclical preferences by careful analyses of classical fictional characters like Agamemnon 
in Aulis (2021, ch. 6) and Macbeth (2021, p. 108-112): “Macbeth prefers Fulfilling his Double Duty to Duncan [o1] to Mur-
dering the King [o2]… Macbeth prefers Bravely Taking the Throne [o2] to Backing Away from his Resolution to Make the 

1	 A belief is opaque if the relationships of co-referentiality, e.g. between ‘Hesperus’ and ‘Phosphorus’, are not known to the believer.
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Prophecy come True [o1].”(2022, p. 5) The example gives us some idea of what frames are like. The frames in the example in-
clude a descriptive component (keeping one’s allegiance to Duncan, killing Duncan, becoming king), but also something akin 
to a thick normative concept like fulfilling duty, murder, braveness. As we shall see, frames may also involve emotional com-
ponents. On the one hand, it seems plausible to think of frames as holistic, potentially including anything that informs our at-
titude towards a certain outcome. Yet on the other hand, there are certain limits. For instance, one should not simply inscribe 
preferences themselves into the frames if an analysis of preferences as framed is to be informative. 

In a third step, Bermúdez claims that quasi-cyclical preferences can be perfectly rational: “Such patterns of quasi-cyclical pref-
erences can be correct and appropriate from the normative perspective of how one ought to reason.” (2022, p. 1, m.e.) Quasi-
cyclical preferences can be adequate responses to diverging reasons. They are instrumental in dissolving time-inconsistencies, 
game-theoretical dilemmata, and discursive deadlock (see my section 3.1., 3.2.1., 3.2.2., 3.2.3., respectively). Bermúdez im-
poses a minimum requirement of rationality on framing outcomes: “…it seems rationally permissible to view situations and 
outcomes under multiple frames, provided that those frames are complementary and consistent (i.e. they do not contradict 
each other) and that none of them are based on false beliefs or comparably dubious sources.” (2020, p. 135) The requirement 
is that one ought not to accept frames which contradict each other or are based on false beliefs. In order to be rational, quasi-
cyclical preferences must at least satisfy this minimum requirement. However, as Bermúdez’s examples of Macbeth etc. show, 
this minimum requirement leaves us with a wide variety of combinations that are rationally permissible.2

In sum, Bermúdez takes three steps away from received wisdom. Preferences come framed. There are quasi-cyclical pref-
erences. Quasi-cyclical preferences can be perfectly rational.

2.  Are there quasi-cyclical preferences? 

2.1.  Are preferences frame-relative? 

Bermúdez opposes orthodoxy about preferences as it has been developed from pioneering works like (Arrow 1951, ch. 2; Sav-
age 1954, pp. 13-16 as discussed in Bermúdez 2020, pp. 118-121) onwards. The orthodox view is defended against Bermúdez 
e.g. by Guala (2022; Lau 2022; Weisel and Zultan 2022). Bermúdez and his opponents agree that there may be quasi-cyclical 
wishes or desires. For instance, Macbeth wishes to be king, even if this means murdering the king (Guala 2022, pp. 27). At the 
same time, Macbeth may wish not to murder the king, even if this means not to be king for him (“Wake Duncan with thy 
knocking! I would thou couldst!”). But orthodoxy denies that preferences are frame-relative, and therefore that there are quasi-
cyclical preferences. The difference between Bermúdez and orthodoxy can be summarized thus:

Orthodoxy: there are frame-relative emotional responses, reasons, desires, but preferences are 
not frame-relative. 

Bermúdez: there are frame-relative emotional responses, reasons, desires, and preferences.

I shall consider one exemplary argument of Bermúdez’s against his orthodox opponents:

We both accept that there are frame-relative emotional responses, reasons, desires, and so forth. I 
argue, though, that it will not always be possible to turn those frame-relative reasons into frame-
neutral all-things-considered preferences. This will happen when the force and appeal of the rea-

2	 Bermúdez assumes that standards for factual truth are highly context-relative. For instance, prophecies count as fact-stating for Agamem-
non assuming his whole community of reference accepts them, but evangelical Christians’ belief in the Rapture does not count as factual 
given the standards of contemporary society (2021, p. 233-234). As a consequence, the requirement seems rather to be that a frame should 
not be based on beliefs that seem false by a communal standard.
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sons are tied to the frame in which they emerge, so that stepping back from the frame weakens 
their hold. (Bermúdez 2022, p. 57)3

The main argument Bermúdez here provides for making preferences frame-relative is that our reasons for certain pref-
erences are inextricably frame-relative. There is no way for these reasons to influence the formation of preferences if not 
by informing frame-relative preferences. If we were to remove the frame and consider an outcome directly, these rea-
sons would lose their grip on the formation of preferences. 

There are several uncertainties about this argument. The first is whether the point is a psychological or a normative 
one: is the claim just that some reasons would lose their force, or is it that we would fail to do justice to certain reasons 
which should be taken into account? There is a related uncertainty: what is the consequence to be drawn from the ob-
servation that certain reasons are frame-dependent? Is there anything lost if we fail to appreciate these reasons? 

While I shall come back to these issues, I here only note the following: even if it is granted that some reasons have an 
impact only on preferences formed under frames and not on preferences with regard to unframed outcomes, it does not 
follow that preferences are framed. It only follows that, if preferences are formed in a frame-neutral way, certain reasons 
cannot play a role in forming them. To illustrate this highly principled point by the Macbeth example, one version that 
is consistent with the story is the following: assume for the sake of argument that Macbeth could not prefer Not Killing 
Duncan to Killing Duncan unless framed as Keeping vs. Not Keeping his Double Duty, but that preferences never come 
framed. It only follows that Macbeth cannot prefer Not killing Duncan to Killing Duncan, which is consistent with the 
story unless we make certain contestable assumptions about preferences.

Things would be different if reasons principally could only have an impact on preferences under frames: assuming that ra-
tional preferences must be sensitive to reasons, and that only preferences under frames are sensitive to reasons, it would 
be a requirement on the rationality of preferences that they are preferences under frames. It is not obvious that Bermúdez 
would be willing to endorse this stronger claim, though. On the one hand, Bermúdez says: “There is no such thing as mak-
ing choices over a purely extensional opportunity set.” (2022, p. 3) On the other hand, he says “…it will not always be pos-
sible to turn those frame-relative reasons into frame-neutral all-things-considered preferences.” (2022, p. 57, m.e.) Not al-
ways, but presumably sometimes. Bermúdez does not unambiguously exclude rational frame-neutral all-things-considered 
preferences. In any case, the argument against the orthodox position does not support the stronger claim.

In sum, Bermúdez argues that some reasons can only have an effect on preferences if the latter are framed. The argu-
ment does not establish that preferences ever come framed. So far nothing excludes that preferences are always formed 
over an extensional opportunity set, although frames may be instrumental in pre-selecting the potentially indefinitely 
many options to be considered.

2.2.  Against cuasi-cyclical preferences

Having articulated certain doubts about Bermúdez’s positive argument for frame-relative preferences, I shall now pre-
sent two arguments against the claim that there are quasi-cyclical preferences. The first concerns how to define the no-
tion preference. The notion has become a terminus technicus in the current debate on rational choice. It is more theo-
retical and less rooted in folk psychology than the concepts of desires, wishes, and will (see Hansson and Grüne-Yanoff 
2022). I shall present a plausible first take on its theoretical role in terms of the following link to agency:

3	 A clarification on all-things-considered preferences is in order. Bermúdez responds to Guala (2022) “…that a rational agent can have more 
than one maximally all-things-considered preference ordering, in cases where there are reasons, emotional responses, desires, and so on, 
that cannot be considered together.” (2022, p. 57) I think that all-things-considered preferences in Guala’s (2022) understanding would 
require precisely to consider together reasons etc. A more careful statement of Bermúdez view might be that one can have inconsistent sets 
of all-things-considered preferences, where all reasons etc.. are considered or somehow represented but not all are live or maximally salient 
(on salience see Bermúdez 2020, p. 264; Pettigrew 2022, p. 36).
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Necessary Condition: Doing (acting so as to make real) o1 rather than o2 is a case of conscious, 
deliberate, voluntary agency only if one does not prefer o2 over o1. 

Sufficient Condition: one does not prefer o2 over o1 if one does o1 rather than o2 in a case con-
scious, deliberate, voluntary agency. 

Quasi-cyclical preferences do not satisfy my two conditions. I shall raise two issues. The first issue regards the Necessary 
Condition: one cannot have a quasi-cyclical preference FA(o1) over FB(o2) and FC(o2) over FD(o1) and do o1 rather than 
o2 or o2 rather than o1 as a case of conscious, deliberate, voluntary action.

The second issue concerns the attribution of preferences. What guides us in telling whether someone prefers o1 to o2 or 
the other way round? How are we to identify preferences? For instance, how can we know that Macbeth prefers Fulfill-
ing his Duty (o1) to Murdering the King (o2) although he acts against this preference, killing Duncan (o2)?

One main criterion of ascribing preferences is overt action. As a first stab in this direction, I suggest the following heu-
ristic criterion: 

An agent either prefers o1 to o2 or is indifferent between o1 to o2 and does not prefer o2 to o1 if the 
agent consciously, upon careful reflection, and voluntarily chooses o1 over o2 when she is placed so 
as to choose either o1 or o2 and does not ignore any fact that would influence her choice.

A criterion of this sort does not sit well with attributing quasi-cyclical preferences. Take again the example of Macbeth: 
as a matter of fact, Macbeth kills Duncan (o2) rather than not killing him (o1). Yet by assumption, he prefers both (i) 
Fulfilling his Double Duty (o1) to Murdering the King (o2) and (ii) Bravely Taking the Throne (o2) to Backing Away from 
his Resolution to Make the Prophecy Come True (o1). Only framed preferences (ii) conform to the choice. It seems plau-
sible that we can attribute a preference for o2 over o1 to Macbeth. Given the transparency of framed preferences, these 
preferences correspond to (ii). Yet what reason do we have to attribute framed preferences (i) rather than mere wishes, 
desires etc.? In sum, quasi-cyclical preferences raise an attribution problem. One may still uphold them as a theoreti-
cal posit, but the question becomes why to posit them in Bermúdez’s examples like the Macbeth case rather than doing 
with the resources of orthodoxy.

In the case of Macbeth, Bermúdez mentions the following exemplary piece of evidence that may be used to motivate the 
attribution of preferences that conflict with manifest actions. Macbeth’s feeling of remorse shows that he continues to pre-
fer (i) Fulfilling his Double Duty (o1) to Murdering the King (o2) even if he acts otherwise (ii). Retrospective emotions like 
regret as experienced e.g. by Macbeth after murdering Duncan are evidence that quasi-cyclical preferences persist beyond 
executing their target actions: “One sign that decision-makers have retained quasi-cyclical preferences would be their expe-
riencing regret or similar retrospective emotions.” (Bermúdez 2020, p. 112, on the rationality of regret p. 265)

I agree that retrospective emotions like regret might be construed in terms of retaining quasi-cyclical preferences if one 
already grants such preferences. Macbeth regrets having murdered Duncan because under the frame Fulfilling his Duty 
he would have preferred and he still prefers not to murder Duncan. Yet I doubt that retrospective emotions provide in-
dependent evidence for quasi-cyclical preferences. On a more neutral ground, regret can as well be explained in terms 
of a change of preferences (Macbeth now prefers not to have murdered Duncan)4 or in terms of persisting conflicts 
of wishes or desires, which have to be resolved in order to form preferences (Guala 2022). In this alternative, Macbeth 
does not change his preferences, but his regret is explained by opposing wishes or desires.

4	 I follow Pettigrew (2022, p. 36), who differentiates his view of Bermúdez’s cases of quasi-cyclical preferences (e.g. Macbeth): if the relevant 
preferences are supposed to record judgements of betterness, the agent should be interpreted as being indifferent (no option being abso-
lutely better). If they are supposed to explain behaviour, one’s reasoning and one’s behaviour manifest a shift from one set of non-quasi-cy-
clical preferences to another. Macbeth’s killing Duncan displays an absolute preference for killing Duncan tout court over not killing him, 
and his subsequent regret displays a shift of the preference ordering towards not killing Duncan.
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I shall address two more general concerns about my argument: First, it may sound overly behavioristic. Responding to 
Guala (2022), Lau (2022), Weisel and Zultan (2022), and Pettigrew (2022), Bermúdez (2022, Section R4.2) empha-
sizes that he thinks of preferences as psychological states. He explicitly rejects thinking of preferences first and foremost 
as revealed in overt actions (Bermúdez, 2022, pp. 56-57, see Samuelson 1938). Yet one can agree that preferences are 
psychological states and reject the revealed-preferences view while still maintaining a certain connection to agency as in 
my link to agency and my heuristic criterion. My suggestion imposes only weak constraints on the attribution of prefer-
ences. There may be plenty of non-revealed preferences. Of course, there is a danger that the debate becomes a merely 
verbal dispute, each party simply using ‘preference’ differently. To lead the dispute in a more constructive way, I pre-
fer to ask what the most fruitful use of ‘preference’ is. As a consequence, my doubts become whether Bermúdez’s use is 
more fruitful than one that maintains the abovementioned links to agency.

A related worry is that my link to agency begs the question against Bermúdez, by requiring agents’ preferences to range over 
unframed outcomes rather than framed outcomes. Yet first, the supposed link to agency is compatible with the claim that 
preferences are framed. Overt actions may impose informative constraints on the attribution of preferences whether framed 
or not, even if they underdetermine frames. Moreover, I use the link to agency only to argue against the claim that there are 
quasi-cyclical preferences. Secondly, my dialectical aim here is not to refute Bermúdez’s conception by arguing from a com-
mon ground that Bermúdez would have to accept, but to elaborate a competing plausible view of preference. In doing so, I 
make assumptions that Bermúdez rejects. It then remains to be seen which conception is the most convincing one.

I think the action-guiding role described by my links to agency has to be filled, and the concept of a preference is the 
most convincing candidate for filling it. One may try to reconcile the action-guiding role with acknowledging quasi-cy-
clical preferences by assuming that the action-guiding role is limited to normal or ideal cases of preferences or to normal 
or ideal cases of agency, but that would require accepting that quasi-cyclical preferences are not the normal case.5

I have raised some doubts about the claim that preferences are frame-relative, and that they sometimes are quasi-cycli-
cal. I shall now put aside these more principled doubts and consider whether quasi-cyclical preferences (if such there 
are) could be rational.6

3.  Are quasi-cyclical preferences rational?

3.1.  Principled discussion

Again, I shall begin with critically assessing a positive argument of Bermúdez’s for the rationality of quasi-cyclical pref-
erences and then discuss some general doubts of my own:

(H3) Framing effects and quasi-cyclical preferences can be rational in circumstances where it is 
rational to have a complex and multi-faceted response to a complex and multi-faceted situation.

[…] 

5	 Bermúdez (p.c.) has responded that in the case of quasi-cyclical preferences our doing may fall short of conscious, deliberate, and voluntary 
agency. This move may assuage my doubts about the very existence of quasi-cyclical preferences, but it may be problematic with regard to 
their purported rationality. Conscious, deliberate, and voluntary agency is closely connected with categories like rationality and responsi-
bility. If our action falls short of conscious, deliberate, and voluntary agency, it falls into a limbo between rational and responsible action 
and mere behaviour, as when someone acts under the influence of drugs or mental illness. It is not clear what happens in this case to the 
claim that quasi-cyclical preferences can be rational.

6	 Doubts about their rationality have been articulated by Fisher (2022): whenever an agent realizes that the outcomes under different 
frames are the same, she already considers them in a frame-neutral way, incurring a rational commitment to form all-things considered 
preferences (see Bermúdez’s response 2022, p. 56).
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But those quasi-cyclical preferences have emerged from a decision-maker seeking to satisfy the 
basic rationality requirement of doing justice to the complexity of the situation. They inherit the 
rationality of the process that generated them. (2022, p. 6)

On the one hand, Bermúdez here suggests a procedural criterion of rationality. It is sufficient for preferences to be ra-
tional to arise from a rational process. On the other hand, the rationality is not described in terms of criteria for due 
processing. Rather there is a direction of fit from our preferences to an independent situation. Sometimes quasi-cyclical 
preferences are the adequate response to the situation.

To assess this argument, I shall follow Bermúdez’s use of examples from the literary classics. However, I shall consider 
an example that I find more apt than Bermúdez’s examples of Macbeth and Agamemnon. The problem with the Mac-
beth example is that we have a contrast of very different frames, on the one hand a moral obligation and on the other 
hand a selfish ambition. The problem with the Agamemnon example is that an assumed obligation to appease the Gods 
by sacrificing one’s daughter is alien to modern sensibilities. 

I shall consider a different example, which a contemporary reader can better connect to. In volume one of Victor Hugo’s 
Les Misérables, Jean Valjean is faced with a tragic choice: on the one hand, he may turn himself in to save a ruffian who 
faces an unjust punishment for minor offences committed by Jean Valjean himself in the distant past. On the other hand, 
he may keep up his disguise. Doing so would mean to continue serving a whole community that depends on his entrepre-
neurship and charity and in particular to save the innocent Fantine and her child from misery and death. There is no sat-
isfying choice. Valjean turns himself in, and this is intimated to be the morally right choice, but the consequences are dire: 
the community is ruined and Fantine dies. Before turning himself in, Valjean spends the whole night describing the situa-
tion under different frames. This is a typical case of the sort Bermúdez has in mind.7 Under the frame Serving the Commu-
nity (not turning oneself in) trumps Saving the Ruffian (turning oneself in). Under the frame Taking Responsibility for Past 
Offences (turning oneself in) trumps An Innocent Being Punished instead of Oneself (not turning oneself in).

The case illustrates how framing and reframing options can be a rational procedure for doing justice to a complex situ-
ation. The question is whether this is also a case in which the formation of quasi-cyclical preferences would be rational. 
Judging from Bermúdez argument, if it is ever rational to form quasi-cyclical preferences, it seems rational for Jean 
Valjean to form quasi-cyclical preferences in responding to the situation. He responds to an intractable moral quandary. 

However, there are three caveats about this response. The first caveat concerns the hypothesis that preferences come framed. 
None of the examples, including the one from Victor Hugo, support the hypothesis that preferences come framed rather than 
the weaker hypothesis that framing has an influence on forming preferences, which then concern outcomes directly.

The second caveat concerns the hypothesis that Jean Valjean may form quasi-cyclical preferences. According to ortho-
doxy, it is not adequate to describe Valjean as having quasi-cyclical preferences. Rather he may be faced with conflicting 
reasons, demands, desires, wishes, and so on. So far there is no reason to ascribe specifically quasi-cyclical preferences to 
him. I shall put aside this caveat as I am granting for the sake of argument that there can be quasi-cyclical preferences.

The third caveat concerns more specifically the rationality of quasi-cyclical preferences. In reconstructing Bermúdez 
position, I tentatively distinguish between two distinct respects in which preferences can be labelled as ‘rational’. The 
first may be called input-rationality, i.e. rationality of the processes that influence decision-making. In this sense, one 
may argue, following Bermúdez, that Jean Valjean’s practice of framing and reframing is an adequate way of responding 
to his morally complex situation, and this practice may rationalize forming not only conflicting desires or wishes in re-
sponding to conflicting demands, but also forming quasi-cyclical preferences.8 

7	 Hugo thinks of this situation as typical of the condition humaine. Valjean’s nemesis Javert experiences a perfectly parallel situation in volume five.
8	 I share the concerns of an anonymous reviewer as to whether it is useful to invoke quasi-cyclical preferences in explaining input-rationality: 

we seem to already have a number of terms to refer to the products of the preliminary phase of exploration – ‘pro tanto’ reasons, or ‘partial 
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The second respect in which preferences can be rational may be called output-rationality. Output-rationality has to do 
with the action-guiding role of preferences as captured by the link to agency discussed in the last section. Quasi-cyclical 
preferences do not satisfy a corresponding rationality requirement that is acknowledged by Bermúdez himself. Accord-
ing to Bermúdez, cyclical preferences of o1 over o2, o2 over o3, and o3 over o1 are irrational because, for any decision o1, o2, 
and o3, there is an alternative that is preferred to it. Now the same goes for quasi-cyclical preferences. Consider again 
Jean Valjean’s assumed preferences:

Serving the Community (not turning oneself in) trumps Saving the Ruffian (turning oneself in). Taking Responsibility for 
Past Offences (turning oneself in) trumps An Innocent Being Punished instead of Oneself (not turning oneself in). As a mat-
ter of fact, Jean Valjean decides to turn himself in. Yet by assumption, he prefers not to turn himself in to turning him-
self in under the frames Serving the Community and Saving the Ruffian. Analogously if he had taken the alternative de-
cision not to turn himself in. 

Generalizing, whenever one has quasi-cyclical preferences FA(o1) over FB(o2) and FC(o2) over FD(o1), one cannot choose 
one action without violating the demands of rationality: if one chooses o1, there is an alternative o2 that one prefers to it 
(albeit under a certain frame), and if one chooses o2, there is an alternative o1 that one prefers to it (albeit under another 
frame), and one knows this. In sum, by Bermúdez’s own lights, quasi-cyclical preferences are just as irrational as cyclical 
preferences as far as output-rationality is concerned. To use his own words, A decision-maker with quasi-cyclical “pref-
erences will never be able to decide to do what she prefers most (assuming that transitivity holds). For each [choice] there will 
always be something she prefers to it.” (2022, p. 3) 

Rational agency is blocked if there is no way of resolving quasi-cyclical preferences. Pettigrew (2022, p. 36) interprets 
Bermúdez as suggesting the following resolution (see e.g. Bermúdez 2020, p, 264): an agent with quasi-cyclical prefer-
ences may act as suggested by the most salient framing. For instance, Valjean might turn himself in because the framing 
Saving the Ruffian happens to be more salient than the framing Serving the Community. Pettigrew claims that this solu-
tion is better interpreted as settling for one coherent set of preferences (turning oneself in over not turning oneself in) 
rather than acting on quasi-cyclical preferences. While I remain neutral about Pettigrew’s interpretation, I want to add 
two points: first, both the formation of quasi-cyclical preferences and the resolution of the resulting quandary for ac-
tion are explained by one frame becoming momentarily more salient than the other. Such an explanation seems incom-
plete. For instance, it leaves open which factors lead to the situation in which Valjean just forms quasi-cyclical prefer-
ences, and which factors lead to the situation in which he already acts on the set of preferences made salient. Second, 
acting on quasi-cyclical preferences becomes subject to accidental circumstances in a way that conflict with our expec-
tancies for rational action. It just so happens that one framing rather than the other is salient so as to guide one’s action. 
At this point, one may resort to techniques of salience management: there are frames that should be considered. Hugo 
intimates that turning oneself in is the right decision. Similarly, Shakespeare intimates that killing Duncan is the wrong 
decision for Macbeth. However, the question becomes how to settle for the right framing, the one that should be raised 
to salience. If there is an answer to this question, and if the technique can be implemented, there is no rational role for 
quasi-cyclical preferences any more.

Taking stock, quasi-cyclical preferences may be rational in a minimal sense given by input-rationality. Yet they are inevitably 
irrational in a sense acknowledged by Bermúdez himself. They cannot be rational in guiding our decisions. I find it plausible 
(and it seems that Bermúdez agrees given his discussion of cyclical preferences) that full-blown rationality requires both in-
put- and output-rationality. The point of preferences arguably is to mediate the rational transition from reasons, desires, mo-
tives, wishes to action, from input rationality (doing justice to the complexity of the situation) to output rationality (doing justice 
to the requirements of rational agency). As a consequence, quasi-cyclical preferences could not be fully rational.

evaluations’, for example. It is doubtful that there is any advantage in using the term preference at this stage, given that preferences in the 
technical sense are ‘all things considered’ evaluations. Yet I find it dialectically convenient to for the sake of argument grant input-rational-
ity as a concession to Bermúdez in order to bring out my main point.
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3.2.  applications

Besides the principled discussion, Bermúdez presents three concrete examples where quasi-cyclical preferences may play 
a rational role. Since my argument from the last section was fully general, that rational role can at most lie on the input 
side. Still it is instructive to go through these three examples as they help us appreciate Bermúdez’s position.

3.2.1.  Time-inconsistencies 

Bermúdez's first example is time-inconsistent preferences as exemplified by hyperbolic discount functions (2020, ch. 7; 
2022, section 4):

Exponential discount functions: […] the impact of a day’s delay will be the same tomorrow as 25 
years in the future. For that reason, exponential discounting is described as time consistent. 

Hyperbolic discount functions are time-inconsistent, because the ratio of the discount function is not 
constant. The difference between having $10 today and receiving $11 tomorrow is much greater than 
the difference between having $10 100 days into the future and having $11 in 101 days. (2022, p. 6)

A hyperbolic discount function is characterized by a change in the discount function that tells you how much the value of 
a later reward decreases compared to that of a sooner reward. One standard explanation for hyperbolic discount functions 
is that Smaller Sooner rewards SS (10$ today instead of 11$ tomorrow) are emotionally hot, as contrasted to Larger Later 
rewards LL (11$ tomorrow instead of 10$ today). A reward of 10$ today is emotionally hotter than a reward of 11$ to-
morrow, but a reward of 10$ 100 days in the future leaves us as cool as a reward of 11$ 101 days in the future. 

Bermúdez suggests the following strategy of counteracting time-inconsistent preferences:

Agents can ensure that hot representations of SS are counter-balanced and kept in check by cooler 
representations that emphasize, for example, the long-term consequences of succumbing to temp-
tation. Likewise, they can represent LL in ways that engage the hot system, thus steepening the LL 
discount function and preventing the SS discount function from crossing it. (2022, p. 7)

Bermúdez suggests a reframing strategy in terms of reversing the emotional ‘temperature’ by representing outcomes dif-
ferently. One may frame LL as Resisting Temptation (LL). The rational result can be quasi-cyclical preferences, or so it 
seems: one prefers Resisting Temptation (LL) over Succumbing to Temptation (SS) and Emotionally Hot (SS) over Emo-
tionally Cool (LL). 

Coming to my assessment, I take the irrationality of hyperbolic discount functions for granted. I admit that refram-
ing can be a perfectly rational strategy of overcoming time-inconsistencies. However, the same does not go for forming 
quasi-cyclical preferences. 

First, one does not have to accept that preferences come framed to endorse the reframing strategy suggested by Ber-
múdez. The strategy may be implemented as follows: one starts from a preference for SS over LL because the former is 
emotionally hot. One then counters the effect of one’s emotions by reframing SS as a case of succumbing to temptation 
and LL as a case of resisting temptation. The consequence of reframing is that one’s preferences change so as to become 
time-consistent. One drops one’s former preference of SS over LL and forms a new preference for LL over SS. 

Second, by the same argument, even if one grants that there are framed preferences, there is no reason why the refram-
ing strategy should not be performed completely without ever forming quasi-cyclical preferences. One reframes one’s 
options so as to overcome the effect of one’s original emotions in regulating their ‘temperature’. If one succeeds, one 
will end with replacing preferences Emotionally Hot (SS) over Emotionally Cool (LL) by something akin to preferences 
Resisting Temptation (LL) over Succumbing to Temptation (SS).
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Third, even if we accept the hypothesis that preferences come framed, quasi-cyclical preferences are not a rational reac-
tion to the situation. The rational reaction would be to adopt a preference for Resisting Temptation (LL) over Succumb-
ing to Temptation (SS) but to drop a preference for Emotionally Hot (SS) over Emotionally Cool (LL) that gives rise to 
time-inconsistencies.

Fourth, as we have seen, quasi-cyclical preferences cannot guide rational action. One cannot rationally choose LL over 
SS because one at the same time prefers SS over LL under the emotional frame. As a consequence, quasi-cyclical prefer-
ences do not serve to overcome time-inconsistency. Rather they leave one in a quandary. One retains the time-incon-
sistent preferences under the emotional frame. One admittedly may refrain from acting on them, but firstly, doing so 
is not a result of preference rationally guiding action given that one also prefers otherwise, and secondly, one may as 
well refrain from acting on the rational preferences. Since time-inconsistency is mainly a problem for one’s agency, this 
shows that quasi-cyclical preferences are not a solution.

3.2.2.  Game theory

Bermúdez’s second application are cases from game theory like the following (2020, ch. 8-9, 2022, section 5): there is 
a car stuck in the snow. Each of the two inmates is faced with the option of digging or not digging. The pay-offs from 
each perspective are as follows:

Car stuck in the snow

Stay  Dig 

Stay                  0;0      4;1

Dig                  1;4      2;2

A Nash equilibrium in game theory is a set of strategies such that each player’s strategy is a best response (in terms of ex-
pected outcome for oneself) to the strategies of the others. There are two pure-strategy Nash-equilibria: 4;1 and 1;4. Given 
the other digs, you should stay. Given the other doesn’t dig, you should dig. However, it has been observed that many peo-
ple cooperate, i.e. choose the option that both dig (2;2). How can that be rational if the best response is different?

In order to explain how it can be rational to choose cooperation, Bermúdez suggests that reframing and resulting quasi-
cyclical preferences may play a role. He distinguishes two frames:

‘I’-frame:

In the “I”-frame, agents look only at their own payoffs, employing the type of best response rea-
soning that seeks a Nash equilibrium. 

‘We’-frame:

A team reasoner thinks about the payoff table from the perspective, not of an isolated individual, 
but instead from the perspective of a team member, or group member. (2022, p. 9)

Bermúdez distinguishes a self-centred I- and a fairness-oriented We-frame. Under the I-frame my preferences as an in-
mate are the following:

I 

1.  (1I) I stay, you dig (4;1) > (2I) I dig, You dig (2;2) >

2.  (3I) I dig, you stay (1;4)

3.  (4I) I stay, you stay (0;0)
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Under the We-frame, my preferences are as follows:

We

1.  (2WE) I dig, you dig 

2.  (1WE) I stay, you dig = (3WE) I dig, you stay

3.  (4WE) I stay, you stay

In this picture, considerations of fairness lead me to reframe my options and to rationally develop quasi-cyclical prefer-
ences under an I and a We-frame. 

Coming to my assessment, again I admit that reframing can be a perfectly rational strategy of sustaining cooperation in 
game situations. However, again the same does not go for forming quasi-cyclical preferences. 

First, one does not have to accept that preferences come framed to endorse the reframing strategy suggested by Ber-
múdez. The strategy may be implemented as follows: one starts from preferences corresponding to the preferences un-
der the I-frame, arising from self-centred considerations of maximizing one’s outcome given the action of others. One 
counters the effect of self-centred considerations by considerations of fairness that lead to new preferences correspond-
ing to those under the We-frame.

Second, by the same argument, even granting that there are quasi-cyclical preferences, there is no reason why the re-
framing strategy should not be performed completely without ever forming quasi-cyclical preferences. One reframes 
one’s options so as to replace preferences under the I-frame by preferences under the We-frame. 

Third, even if we accept that preferences come framed, nothing guarantees that quasi-cyclical preferences ever form the 
rational reaction to the situation. One may argue that considerations of fairness trump self-centred ones (or vice versa), 
or that both are incommensurable. In the former case, one should drop one’s preferences under the I-frame (or vice 
versa). Even in the latter case, it does not follow that quasi-cyclical preferences are the right response. The rational re-
action may be not to form any preferences, or retain the ones one has formed previously to adopting a new framing for 
want of a better option.

Fourth, as we have seen, quasi-cyclical preferences cannot guide rational action. One may end up with cooperating, but 
this is not a rational consequence of quasi-cyclical preferences. One may by parity of reasoning as well end up with not 
cooperating. Quasi-cyclical preferences do not serve to overcome lack of cooperation in game situations, but they leave 
one in a quandary. 

3.2.3.  Interpersonal conflict

Bermúdez’s third application are situations of interpersonal conflict (2020, ch. 10, 2022, section 3):

[…] to tackle discursive deadlock it is not enough for a frame-sensitive reasoner simply to under-
stand that a particular action or outcome can be framed in multiple ways. She needs to frame it 
herself in multiple ways simultaneously… It is at this point that rational framing effects can enter 
the picture. Different ways of framing, say, restrictions on gun ownership, are associated with dif-
ferent preferences. For that reason, someone who internalizes the competing frames that give rise 
to discursive deadlock will often end up with quasi-cyclical preferences. (2022, p. 13)

According to Bermúdez, reasons are often inseparably baked into frames. One cannot do justice to these reasons with-
out to a certain extent adopting the frames, i.e. accepting the presuppositions that come with these frames. One can-
not make the frames one’s own without rationally responding to the reasons baked into them. The rational response 
to these reasons sometimes consists in forming preferences according to them. The resulting framed preferences put 
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together with the framed preferences one had before may lead to forming quasi-cyclical preferences. Such quasi-cycli-
cal preferences are rationally formed in responding to reasons within frames. Sometimes such a procedure of endorsing 
frames so as to form quasi-cyclical preferences may be the rational way of dealing with situations of discursive deadlock 
and interpersonal conflict. 

One of Bermúdez’s examples is gun regulation (2020, p. 219; 2022, p. 11). A pro-gun activist prefers Freedom (no reg-
ulation) to Interference (regulation), whereas an anti-gun activist prefers Safety (regulation) to Increased Violence (no 
regulation). I shall try to illustrate Bermúdez’s argument about the connection of reasons, frames, and preferences by 
developing the example: In order to understand how the pro-gun activist comes to have a preference Freedom (no regu-
lation), the anti-gun activist may have to accept the libertarian presupposition that no regulation means freedom from 
government interference, and that such freedom is valuable. Of course, one may argue for or against this presupposi-
tion, but such arguments have to stop somewhere. At some point, one may simply have to take the libertarian view for 
granted or the reject it altogether. The latter option may lead one to end in deadlock. The reason for opposing regula-
tion is entangled with the libertarian presupposition. One cannot adopt the presupposition without thereby having a 
reason to oppose regulation, and that particular reason to oppose regulation depends on sharing the presupposition. 

To overcome discursive deadlock, it may be necessary for the opponents to appreciate each other’s framing. Sometimes 
doing so may require one to a certain extent to adopt the other’s frames and include the resulting preferences into one’s 
own system of preferences. Thus, the opponents may rationally end up with quasi-cyclical preferences, preferring both 
Freedom (no regulation) to Interference (regulation) and Safety (regulation) to Increased Violence (no regulation).

Coming to my assessment, there are analogies to the examples considered in the last section, but there are also signifi-
cant differences. I shall start with the differences: With regard to the preceding examples of time-inconsistency (3.2.1.) 
and game-theoretical dilemmata (3.2.2.), so far I have found no real argument why the rational role of frames ever has 
to go together with the formation of quasi-cyclical preferences. In contrast, Bermúdez’s discussion of discursive dead-
locks provides such an argument: sometimes one cannot do justice to reasons baked into a frame without letting the 
frame have an impact on one’s preferences. To appreciate an opponent’s position, one may have to endorse her frame 
together with its impact on the formation of preferences. 

However, there is a further important difference: while the preceding examples of time-inconsistency and suboptimal 
outcomes in games give us concrete puzzles of rationality, discursive deadlocks are no puzzles of rationality. Time-in-
consistency is assumed to be irrational. In games, individual rationality systematically leads to outcomes that are subop-
timal by one’s own lights. There is at least an appearance of irrationality in systematically and foreseeably ending with 
suboptimal outcomes (provoking Lewis’s ‘Why Ain’Cha Rich?’, Lewis 1981). In contrast, discursive deadlocks are sim-
ply cases where different people disagree. This may lead to conflicts which one would prefer to avoid, but there is no 
systematic failure of rational behaviour in achieving the outcome that is best by one’s own lights. There is no principled 
rational pressure to dissolve discursive deadlocks. It may sometimes be better to dissolve them, but then again it may 
not. Sometimes the only thing to do may be to agree that one disagrees.

Having outlined two significant differences to the preceding examples, I shall now outline commonalities. Two of the 
four points that I made for each of the preceding examples also apply to interpersonal conflict:

First, one does not have to accept that preferences come framed to endorse the reframing strategy suggested by Bermú-
dez. Switching among different frames is sometimes useful in solving discursive deadlock, but it may implemented with-
out forming framed preferences. One strategy that may lead to better mutual understanding is for the pro-gun and the 
anti-gun activist to put themselves into their opponents’ shoes and to simulate the latters’ frames without making them 
their own. Even if they make them their own to some extent, these frames may have an impact only on motives, desires, 
and so on, but not on one’s preferences.

Admittedly, if Bermúdez is right about the connection between frames, reasons, and preferences, such options may only 
lead to a limited understanding of each other’s positions. One cannot do full justice to the other’s reasons, but one may 
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still do justice to them to a certain extent, avoiding the contagious effects of adopting an alien frame on one’s own pref-
erences. Yet it is not a matter of course that Bermúdez is right about the connection. If orthodoxy is right, preferences 
do not come framed. Moreover, it is not a matter of course that one cannot do full justice to reasons in the sense of ap-
preciating their value and force without permitting them an influence on forming one’s preferences. The opponents in 
the gun debate may completely understand the mindset of their opponents without feeling in any way moved to adapt 
each other’s preferences. For instance, the anti-gun activist may gain understanding of her opponent simply by reflect-
ing on the libertarian presupposition that freedom comes with lack of government interference, confronting it with a 
liberal (e.g. Rawlsian) conception of freedom, and so on. 

Second,9 even if we accept the hypothesis that preferences come framed, and even if we accept that one cannot com-
pletely do justice to another person’s reasons without developing quasi-cyclical preferences, I see no reason why adopt-
ing quasi-cyclical preferences would help dissolve interpersonal conflicts. Rather one would end up with adding an in-
trapersonal to an interpersonal conflict. Take the example of the pro-gun and the anti-gun activist. If only one of them 
ends up adopting the other’s frame and resulting quasi-cyclical preferences, she could not rationally opt any more for or 
against safety regulations, there being always an option she prefers to the one she chooses. If she were to try to act ac-
cording to her preferences, she would end in a quandary, giving her opponent the upper hand and betraying her own 
original political convictions. If both of them end up in this way, again there is no rational solution to the deadlock. 
They end up deadlocked within themselves. Of course, both may end with choosing the same option, for instance be-
cause the same frame happens to prevail in both cases, but only at the price of one of them failing to act according to her 
convictions. Alternatively, they may continue to disagree, remaining in discursive deadlock.

4.  Summary

Taking stock, Bermúdez rightly highlights the importance of framing effects and of framing and reframing strategies. 
Framing and reframing surely is psychologically effective and can contribute to rational deliberation. Yet it does not fol-
low that quasi-cyclical preferences exist, or that there is a rational role for quasi-cyclical preferences to play. 
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ABSTRACT:  Disputes over complex social and political issues frequently reveal themselves in the use of contrasting 
frames. A policy on restricting gun ownership may be characterised by one side as “improving public safety” and by 
the other side as “curtailing individual rights”; one group may frame the construction of new homes on the greenbelt 
as “increasing the housing supply” while their opponents characterise it as “damaging the environment”; and so on. In 
recent work, J. L. Bermúdez argues that these kinds of alternative frames put agents in touch with distinct —and po-
tentially conflicting— reasons for judgement and action. He diagnoses many cases of discursive deadlock as clashes of 
frames and he prescribes to agents a course of epistemic due diligence, whereby they adopt multiple alternative frames. 
In this paper, I argue that the analysis, while valuable, is importantly incomplete. Frames not only elucidate reasons 
but signal identities and affiliations —and that calls instead for structural changes to discursive environments.

Palabras clave

Marco 
Enmarcar 
Efecto marco 
Juicio y toma de decisiones 
Bloqueo discursivo 
Redes sociales

RESUMEN:  Las disputas sobre cuestiones políticas y sociales complejas suelen manifestarse en el uso de marcos con-
trapuestos. Una política de limitación de la posesión de armas puede ser caracterizada por una parte como una me-
dida destinada a «mejorar la seguridad pública» y por otra como una «restricción de derechos individuales»; un 
grupo puede enmarcar la construcción de nuevas viviendas en zonas protegidas como una manera de «incrementar 
la oferta habitacional», mientras que sus opositores la describen como una acción que «daña el medio ambiente»; y 
así sucesivamente. En trabajos recientes, J. L. Bermúdez sostiene que este tipo de marcos alternativos pone a los agen-
tes en contacto con razones distintas —y potencialmente conflictivas— para el juicio y la acción. Bermúdez interpreta 
numerosos casos de bloqueo discursivo como choques entre marcos y prescribe a los agentes una forma de diligencia 
epistémica consistente en adoptar múltiples marcos alternativos. En este artículo sostengo que, aunque valioso, dicho 
análisis es significativamente incompleto. Los marcos no solo esclarecen razones, sino que también señalan identi-
dades y afiliaciones; y ello exige, más bien, transformaciones estructurales en los entornos discursivos.

Gako-hitzak

Markoa 
Enmarkazioa 
Enmarkazio-efektua 
Judizioa eta erabakimena 
Diskurtso-blokeoa 
Sare sozialak

LABURPENA:  Auzi sozial eta politiko konplexuen inguruko eztabaidetan, aurkako markoak erabili ohi dira. Ar-
mak edukitzeko eskubidea mugatzera bideratutako politika bati buruz alderdietako batek enmarka dezake «segur-
tasun publikoa hobetuko» duela, eta besteak, berriz, «eskubide indibidualak murriztuko» dituela; talde batek en-
marka dezake «etxebizitza-eskaintza handituko» dela gerriko berdean etxebizitza berriak eraikiz gero, eta aurkariek, 
berriz, «ingurumenari kalte egingo» zaiola; eta abar. Duela gutxi argitaratutako lan batzuetan, J.L. Bermúdezek dio 
mota horretako marko alternatiboek judizioak egiteko eta jarduteko askotariko arrazoiak —eta agian kontraesanko-
rrak— eskaintzen dizkietela agenteei. Diskurtso-blokeoko kasu asko markoen arteko talka gisa diagnostikatzen ditu, 
eta diligentzia epistemikoko prozesu bat gomendatzen die agenteei, alegia, era askotako marko alternatiboak beren-
ganatzea. Lan honetan azalduko dudanez, analisi hori, baliotsua izan arren, nabarmenki osatugabea da. Markoek, 
arrazoiak argitu ez ezik, identitate eta kidetzak adierazi ere egiten dituzte; beraz, aldaketa estrukturalak egin behar 
dira diskurtso-inguruneetan.
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1.  Introduction 

Why might someone describe the restriction of gun ownership as “improving public safety” or, alternatively, as “cur-
tailing individual rights”? Is it because they value different things (or the same things to different extents)? Is it because 
they are focusing just on one facet of the issue, blinkered to considerations on the other side of the argument? Would 
collective decision-making be improved by discussants incorporating alternative frames into their thought and talk, 
forcing them to engage with their opponents’ perspectives? It is certainly tempting to think so. In this paper, however, I 
will suggest that things are not quite so simple —especially in the social media age. 

To prefigure the argument that follows, I will show how frames not only elucidate facts, reasons, and values, but also 
signal a speaker’s identity and affiliation with others. Hence, incorporating alternative frames into their thought and 
talk is not merely a question of undertaking epistemic due diligence but of signalling solidarity with an out-group —an 
individually risky strategy that may also be collectively ineffectual. 

I begin by introducing the concepts of framing and frames (Section 2). I then summarise Bermúdez’s proposal that 
frames elucidate potentially conflicting reasons; and explain how this grounds his diagnosis of, and prescription for, dis-
cursive deadlock (Section 3). I critique his analysis by showing how frames can also signal identity and affiliation (Sec-
tion 4) and explain how this complicates both the diagnosis of discursive deadlock and the prescription for treating it 
(Section 5). Finally, I illustrate the acuteness of the problem in social media, due to features like connectivity, publicity, 
and decontextualization, before sketching out some possible solutions (Section 6). In so doing, I aim to open up new 
avenues for improving debate and decision-making in the digital age.

2.  Framing and frames

Considered in the broadest sense, framing and frames concern how things are presented—whether privately in individ-
ual reflection or publicly in social interactions. Our narrower focus here will be on how entities, individuals, or states of 
affairs are articulated in language. 

Here I am cleaving closely to how ‘framing’ and ‘frame’ are used by Tversky and Kahneman in their seminal studies of 
framing effects (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981, 1986; Kahneman & Tversky, 1984) and by many subsequent psycholo-
gists (see, for example, the survey of framing studies by Levin et al. (1998)). These researchers typically characterise the 
frames they are investigating as alternative descriptions.1 

It should be noted that the psychological research focuses on articulations assumed to be logically equivalent (such as 
‘one quarter full’ and ‘three-quarters empty’, or ‘eighty percent die’ and ‘twenty percent survive’). Following Bermúdez 
(2020), I will use ‘frame’ more broadly here, to include articulations that are not logically equivalent but are neverthe-
less understood to concern the same thing in the context at hand. For example, I might characterise checking my emails 
as “my least favourite task” or “the next item on my to-do list”. Insofar as these two sequences of words are understood 
to be characterising one and the same activity, they constitute alternative frames for it.2

1	 In order to remain neutral on philosophical debates about description and direct reference, I prefer to talk in terms of alternative articula-
tions.

2	 For further discussion of conceptions of ‘frame’ in academic literatures, see (Bermúdez, 2020, pp. 11-14). Bermúdez himself deliberately 
eschews a precise definition, instead characterising the core idea as “a schema of interpretation that allows individuals to locate, perceive, 
identify, and label” (Bermúdez, 2020, p. 14). This bears similarities to Elisabeth Camp’s conception of frames as expressing perspectives —
where perspectives are understood as “open-ended dispositions to interpret, and specifically to produce intuitive structures of thought 
about, or characterizations of, particular subjects” (Camp, 2019, pp. 18-19). Given my interest here in discursive deadlocks, I focus nar-
rowly on linguistic devices for talking about some individual, entity, or state of affairs.
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Taking our cue from the discussion towards the end of Bermúdez’s book, we will home in still further on the presen-
tation of complex social and political issues, different facets of which are captured by distinct frames (Bermúdez, 2020, 
Chapters 10-11). To take a few more examples (my own, not Bermúdez’s), participating in strike action might be char-
acterised as “protecting workers’ rights” or “disrupting people’s lives;” building new homes on the greenbelt might be 
characterised as “damaging the environment” or “increasing the housing supply;” and online content moderation might 
be characterised as “an attack on free speech” or “a harm reduction measure”. 

Again, notice that none of these example pairs of frames involve logical equivalence: for instance, “an attack on free 
speech” and “a harm reduction measure” are not in general co-extensive. Nevertheless, within a specified context, the 
frames may be used to characterise the same thing (in this case, online content moderation).

Notice too that in each pair of frames considered, one presents the issue positively, while the other presents it nega-
tively. Returning to an earlier example, the prospect of improving public safety lends intuitive appeal to a policy of re-
stricting gun ownership, while the prospect of curtailing individual rights cuts against such a policy. Indeed, we might 
find that our views on the issue switch as we apply first one frame and then the other —and perhaps this frame-induced 
oscillation persists, even while we know that one and the same issue remains at stake. As we will see next, Bermúdez 
(2020, 2022) seeks to explain such frame-dependent preferences by appeal to the different reasons made available by 
each frame.

3.  Reasons and reasoning

Bermúdez (2020, 2022) argues that frames can articulate different features or facets of a decision problem, thereby fur-
nishing agents with distinct and potentially conflicting reasons. He asks us to consider, for example, the moral dilemma 
facing Agamemnon at Aulis: 

Agamemnon is leading the Greek fleet against Troy to avenge the abduction of Helen by Paris. 
While the fleet is becalmed at Aulis, the prophet Calchas interprets a portent —two eagles 
swooping down to kill and eat a pregnant hare. As Calchas interprets the portent, it reflects the 
displeasure of the goddess Artemis at the prospect of innocents being killed at Troy. The lack of 
wind has the same source. The only solution, says Calchas, is for Agamemnon to sacrifice to the 
goddess his own daughter Iphigenia. (Bermúdez, 2020, p. 7)

As Agamemnon agonises over what to do, Bermúdez glosses him as framing and re-framing the bringing about of Iphi-
genia’s death, first as “murdering his daughter”; then as “following Artemis’s will”. The first frame furnishes Agamem-
non with a reason not to bring about Iphigenia’s death, on account of murder being bad (and murder of one’s child es-
pecially so). However, the second frame furnishes him with a reason in favour of doing so, corresponding to the good 
associated with appeasing the powerful Goddess.3 

The idea, then, is that thinking about a dilemma through one or other frame can focus an agent on reasons to grasp one 
or other horn. Similar analyses are given of Macbeth’s dilemma in Shakespeare’s classic play (Bermúdez, 2020, pp. 108-
111), more prosaic everyday battles of self-control (Bermúdez, 2020, Chapter 7), and some classic game-theoretic coor-
dination problems (Bermúdez, 2020, Chapters 8 and 9). 

3	 Bermúdez goes on to argue that it may be rational for Agamemnon to prefer following Artemis’s will to failing his ships and people, while 
also preferring failing his ships and people to murdering his daughter, even while knowing that following Artemis’s will in this case is mur-
dering his daughter. For critical discussion of this further claim, see (Fisher, 2022a, 2022b). For the purposes of the current discussion, I 
am only concerned with the idea that the frames articulate distinct reasons for action.
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Drawing lessons from the cases of intrapersonal decision-making, Bermúdez (2020, Chapter 10) turns to interpersonal 
deliberation—and specifically to ‘discursive deadlocks’. He defines discursive deadlocks as “evaluative and prescriptive 
conflicts between individuals and/or groups” (Bermúdez, 2020, p.  220) where “standard tools for dispute resolution 
and collective decision-making are ineffective in securing agreement” (Bermúdez, 2020, pp. 220-221). While he doesn’t 
specify what these ‘standard tools’ are, the basic idea seems to be that disagreement remains, even once all relevant facts 
are on the table (see also Bermúdez, 2022, p. 11). 

Bermúdez is especially concerned about the nature of current debate over hot-button political issues, such as abortion, 
gun ownership, immigration, and climate change (Bermúdez, 2020, Chapter 10). He observes: 

We are living in times where this type of deadlock is particularly widespread. It has become a 
platitude for contemporary political and social commentators to observe partisan deadlock and 
polarization on what are euphemistically called “values issues”. (Bermúdez, 2020, p. 221)

Let us consider in a little detail his more specific case of pledging allegiance to the American flag:

Suppose that I am trying to make my mind up on a complicated and emotive issue, such as 
whether to support a political candidate whose views are broadly aligned with mine, except on 
the issue of the pledge of allegiance. He believes, while I do not, that children should have the op-
portunity to pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States every morning at the start of the 
school day. [Footnote omitted] Underlying the dispute is our framing the pledge in different 
ways. For him, it is an expression of patriotism and a reverence for the values that he thinks un-
derpin the American constitution and the American way of life. In contrast, I, like many people 
who grew up in Europe, have an inherent distrust of flags, which I tend to frame from a historical 
perspective. Hitler, Mussolini, and Franco all came wrapped up in flags and the dominant image 
of a flag to my mind is of hundreds of thousands of people saluting the swastika at the Nurem-
berg rallies. (Bermúdez, 2020, p. 235)

Rather than giving us a neat pair of contrasting linguistic frames here, Bermúdez merely provides some suggestive asso-
ciations and images corresponding to the opposing stances on pledging allegiance to the flag. Still, we can extrapolate 
from his discussion the terms in which the interlocutors might characterise the issue in debate. The political candidate 
might characterise the pledge as “reinforcing universal liberal values” (particularly in light of the last five words of the 
pledge being “liberty and justice for all,” as Bermúdez notes on p. 236). Their opponent might frame it as “reinforcing 
exclusionary nationalism or sectarianism” (indicated by the phrase “one nation, under God,” which also appears in the 
pledge). 

While the good associated with reinforcing universal liberal values constitutes a reason to endorse and continue the 
practice of schoolchildren pledging allegiance to the flag, the bad associated with reinforcing exclusionary nationalism 
or sectarianism constitutes a reason not to. Hence, in discussing the issue through one or other frame, each agent is put 
in touch with a reason for or against the policy. Although they may agree on all the relevant facts (the wording of the 
pledge, the current state of US law and schools’ practices, and so on) they fail to converge on a policy solution. Indeed, 
the interlocutors may seem simply to talk past each other. 

Bermúdez argues that the impasse need not be the result of a clash of (potentially incommensurate) values. For in-
stance, in the case of the pledge, it might not be that one party endorses affirmation of universal liberal values while 
the other does not; nor that one party endorses affirmation of exclusionary nationalism or sectarianism while the other 
does not. Rather, Bermúdez suggests, the discursive deadlock may be better understood as a clash of frames. The adop-
tion of one or other frame is what leads each party in the dispute to attend to distinct reasons. 

This diagnosis of discursive deadlock as a clash of frames naturally invites a particular kind of prescription. Bermú-
dez argues that interlocutors ought to engage in “frame-sensitive” or “non-Archimedean” reasoning (Bermúdez, 2020, 
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Chapter 11). This involves agents first recognising that their opinion is shaped by their frame (a process Bermúdez calls 
“reflexive decentering” (Bermúdez, 2020, p. 243)) and then adopting their opponent’s frame (Bermúdez dubs this “im-
aginative simulation” (Bermúdez, 2020, p. 244))—but without discarding their original frame (thus they exhibit “per-
spectival flexibility” (ibid.)).4 

In this way agents fulfil their “due diligence requirement,” according to which “a model frame-sensitive reasoner should 
make appropriate efforts to understand multiple ways of framing complex decision strategies” (Bermúdez, 2020, 
p. 271). And only then, with both frames in play, does interpersonal agreement become possible (for example, through 
convergence on the appropriate weight to be assigned to distinct frame-sensitive reasons). In a nutshell, the proposal is 
that participants in collective decision-making have epistemic obligations to work with multiple, potentially clashing, 
frames.

The approach is appealing. However, we might be sceptical that discursive deadlocks will, in fact, be broken, even once 
the disputants are fully au fait with others’ perspectives. Perhaps the process will still bottom out in a clash of values (for 
example, if views really do differ as to how valuable universal liberal values are, or how detrimental exclusionary nation-
alism or sectarianism is). Indeed, an interlocutor’s very choice to use one or other frame might reflect their already hav-
ing considered the reasons at stake and come down on one side of the argument. Further due diligence would then seem 
fruitless. 

I wish to pursue a related line of objection —one which challenges the idea that frames (always or only) put agents in 
touch with reasons. In the next section, I will explore another function of frames. Drawing on analyses in the social phi-
losophy of language, I will argue that frames can be powerful signals of identity and affiliation. I will then show how this 
point complicates both Bermúdez’s diagnosis of discursive deadlock and his prescription for treating it.

4.  Identity and affiliation

The insight I will be drawing on is that particular linguistic forms can conjure up certain individuals, social groups, 
or culturally salient characters. Consider, for example, a catchphrase like ‘I’ll be back,’ which calls forth Arnold 
Schwarzenegger’s Terminator, or a political slogan to make one’s country ‘great again,’ which conjures up Donald 
Trump and his supporters. This sort of effect is achieved by the speaker seeming to co-opt the words of another, speak-
ing in their voice as it were. 

To give a feel for how such uses of language construct and convey speakers’ identities and affiliations, I begin by intro-
ducing two extant analyses —of slurs and dogwhistles— as a run-up to the idea that framings of complex social and po-
litical issues can perform a similar function.5

4.1.  Slurs

In recent years, linguists and philosophers of language have grappled with the problem of how exactly to characterise 
the derogatory nature of slurs, which appear to disparage people based on characteristics such as race, religion, or sexual 

4	 Here the language comes very close to that of Camp (2019). Accordingly, we might think of adopting an opponent’s frame as inhabiting 
their perspective, in Camp’s sense, with all of the concomitant attentional, emotional, and motivational implications that she describes. 

5	 For further philosophical discussion of how alternative linguistic forms carry such “social meaning”, see Nowak (2022; 2025) and Camp & 
Nowak (2025). For a book-length discussion of how these sorts of “resonances” might ground the very meanings of linguistic expressions 
themselves, see (Beaver & Stanley, 2023). I note too that, while my focus here remains on language, other expressive forms could, in princi-
ple, have similar effects.
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orientation. There are many distinct approaches, appealing respectively to expressions’ truth-conditional semantic con-
tents (e.g. Hom, 2008), presuppositions (e.g. Schlenker, 2007), attitudes expressed (e.g. Richard, 2008; Jeshion, 2013), 
pragmatic implicatures (e.g. Bolinger, 2017), or taboos (e.g. Anderson & Lepore, 2013a, 2013b).

Our focus here will be on the account put forward by Nunberg (2018) and broadly endorsed by Pullum (2018). In ‘The 
social life of slurs,’ Nunberg argues that the pejorative import of slurs is explained by the fact that they are the terms used 
by bigots, whereas other members of society avoid using them. As he writes in relation to racist slurs: “racists don’t use slurs 
because they’re derogative; slurs are derogative because they’re the words that racists use” (Nunberg, 2018, p. 244). 

Nunberg denies that slurs express specifiable prejudiced or discriminatory content about their targets, either as a mat-
ter of semantic encoding or pragmatic communication; and nor does he believe they express any specific discriminatory 
attitude held by the speaker. Yet he maintains that slurs certainly do derogate their targets. According to Nunberg, this 
derogation is achieved purely through the association between the linguistic forms and those who use them: slurs are 
predominantly used by —and therefore strongly associated with— bigots.6

In elaborating the view, Nunberg uses the terminology of ‘ventriloquism,’ ‘impersonation,’ and ‘material obtrusion’ to 
describe how the use of a slur term seems to interpolate the voice of the bigot into the discourse. It is in this way that 
the bigot’s discriminatory ideology enters the scene, somewhat indirectly and amorphously. 

Nunberg further emphasises how the use of a slur term affiliates the speaker with the bigots it evokes, issuing a “decla-
ration of solidarity with the speakers who own the word” (Nunberg, 2018, p. 286). In this way, a person’s lexical choice 
ends up forging a nefarious alliance.7 

In sum, Nunberg’s analysis shows how a speaker’s choice of one linguistic form over another (specifically, a slur term 
over a neutral term) signals a particular affiliation (in this case, with bigots). 

4.2.  Dogwhistles

Our second case study concerns ‘dogwhistles,’ i.e. uttered expressions interpreted in systematically different ways by dis-
tinct subsets of an audience. To take a few examples, Saul (2018, pp. 362-363) explains how the phrase “wonder-work-
ing power” (as used in President George W. Bush’s 2003 State of the Union address) is likely to be heard by Christian 
fundamentalists as referring to the power of Christ, while most others would take it to be merely “an ordinary piece of 
fluffy political boilerplate” (Saul, 2018, p. 362). Stanley (2015) gives the example of “inner-city” —an apparently innoc-
uous descriptive term that has become a racist dogwhistle in American political discourse. Khoo (2021) observes how 
“globalist” and “nationalist” have become white supremacist code words. 

Discussing the last pair of terms, Khoo writes: 

Over the course of the last century, these words have taken on racial and religious connotations, 
with “globalist” becoming associated with Jewish liberal conspiracy theories (many involving 
Hungarian-American banker George Soros), and “nationalist” associated with white Christian 
conservatives, in particular, the ideology of white nationalism: a loose coalition of commitments 
encompassing belief in white racial superiority, a fear of waning cultural and demographic dom-
inance of white people in America, and the goal of dividing nations by race and establishing a 
white America [footnote omitted]. (Khoo, 2021, p. 147)

6	 Even if one is sceptical about whether this is the sole way in which slurs derogate, Nunberg gives us a compelling account of one way in 
which they might do so. My thanks to a reviewer for encouraging me to be clearer about this.

7	 Indeed, the affiliative feature of slurs is supposed to contribute importantly to their uniquely menacing force, since the user of a slur invokes 
the wider mob with whom they are identifying. As Nunberg puts it, “The word can turn a bigot from a hapless, inconsequential “I” to an in-
timidating, menacing “we”” (Nunberg, 2018, p. 286). See (Barnes, 2023) for related analysis of how collective authority is constituted online.
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Importantly for our purposes, Khoo argues that the connotations of “globalist” and “nationalist” have become estab-
lished purely via patterns of use among the relevant communities of speakers. For instance, he argues that the word “na-
tionalist” is known to be used by members of the white supremacist community to identify themselves and other white 
supremacists (Khoo, 2021, p. 153). So, someone who endorses a “nationalist” position might thereby signal their affilia-
tion with the white supremacist community.8 

Two notes of caution are in order. First, Khoo doesn’t think coded speech always works through this metalinguistic 
mechanism; sometimes there is a more direct association between the meaning of an expression and what it dogwhis-
tles, as when “inner-city” becomes a racist dogwhistle due to people’s beliefs about the racial demographics of inner cit-
ies (Khoo, 2017).

Second, dogwhistles can function somewhat similarly to slurs, with expressions like “globalist” and “nationalist” evok-
ing bigoted individuals or groups and their vicious ideologies. However, they do so much more equivocally. It is still 
possible in many contexts to use terms like “globalist” and “nationalist” neutrally, as when someone condemns a “na-
tionalist” position on account of its indifference to events in other parts of the world. Likewise, many competent and 
reasonable audience members may not hear the dogwhistle at all, even when it is intended or interpretable as such. It is 
far harder to imagine how a slur term could be used without derogation (at least for non-members of the targeted group 
—a point also made by Nunberg and others). 

All of that said, Khoo’s analysis suggests that, in some contexts, speakers who endorse “nationalist” positions at least run 
the risk of appearing to identify with white supremacists. Once again, this is because particular linguistic expressions 
bring into play particular communities of speakers who use them in particular ways. Use of the expressions can then sig-
nal affiliation with those communities. 

In discussing slurs and dogwhistles, we have been focusing mainly on ideologies outside of reasonable democratic dis-
course. However, we can see similar mechanisms at work within reasonable democratic discourse. This brings us back to 
alternative framings of complex social and political issues.

4.3.  The signalling function of frames

I wish to suggest that alternative framings of complex social and political issues, of the kind Bermúdez discusses, can them-
selves signal affiliation with distinct communities of speakers. Indeed, as will be discussed, someone’s choice of frame in 
public debate and collective decision-making might ultimately have less to do with the reason elucidated by the frame and 
more to do with building and maintaining social alliances. By the same token, the adoption of an opponent’s frame could 
function less as an exercise in rational due diligence than as the enactment of an antagonistic social identity, with concom-
itant risks of alienation and ostracization. As I will show, the prospects for breaking discursive deadlock in that way then 
seem rather slim, prompting us to pursue other solutions. Let’s now take the argument step by step. 

First, drawing on the accounts of slurs and dogwhistles surveyed above, linguistic frames that articulate different fac-
ets of a complex issue might not only or mainly do that. For example, framing the restriction of gun use as “improving 
public safety” or “curtailing individual rights” does not only bring into play distinct features of the policy, and reasons 
to support or reject it. The first frame additionally evokes US Democrats (who typically endorse gun control in these 
terms) while the second frame evokes Republicans (who are more likely to characterise the issue that way). In many 
contexts, then, the choice to use one or other frame in public debate will signal allegiance to these political camps and 
their ideas (although the signal is defeasible, as when the frame is obviously being used in parody or counter-argument). 

8	 Henderson & McCready (2024) develop a somewhat similar account of dogwhistling. They draw on recent sociolinguistic research, which 
recognises that linguistic variation is not merely a function of individuals’ membership of social categories like gender, race, and class, but 
can be involved in constructing fine-grained personas (Eckert, 2012, 2024). 
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To take another example, consider discourse surrounding online content moderation. Someone who characterises it as 
“an attack on free speech” in the mid-2020s might well evoke right-wing public figures for whom the frame features as a 
central component of their rhetorical repertoire. In contrast, an opponent who endorses it as “a harm reduction meas-
ure” will tend to conjure up a more left-leaning character. By using the frames in discussion, speakers tend to signal 
their affiliation with different political groupings. Such speech effects are clearly separable from what the frames them-
selves articulate —and the reasons for judgement and action that they elucidate.9 

Moving to the next step in the argument, I now show how the signalling function of frames complicates Bermúdez’s 
analysis of deliberative deadlock.10

5.  Discursive deadlock revisited

Recall that Bermúdez suggests many apparent clashes of value may be better understood as clashes of frame. His idea is 
that interlocutors’ adoption of alternative frames leads to their attending to conflicting reasons, which in turn leads to 
their taking up opposing stances on contentious issues. Building on the discussion of the previous section, I will argue, 
first, that interlocutors may often have taken up opposing frames and stances because of their existing affiliations; and, 
second, that the adoption of alternative frames in such scenarios is unlikely to aid collective decision-making. I take 
each point in turn in the next two subsections.

5.1.  Diagnosis for deadlock

In practice, both one’s stance on a contentious issue and one’s adoption of a particular frame may often be driven by 
one’s prior identification with others.11 For example, one’s pre-existing affinity with the political right might lead one 
to approach a debate on online content moderation by adopting a frame they use —say, by railing against content mod-
eration as “an attack on free speech”. Doing so has the benefit of at least appearing to make a substantive contribution 
while also, crucially, publicly reinforcing one’s social and political positioning. The idea here is that interlocutors are 
sometimes focusing at least as much on the social signals sent by their linguistic choices as on the informational content 
of the words themselves.12 

This changes the diagnosis of discursive deadlock. The reason why we see intransigent exchanges of conflicting frames 
in interpersonal deliberation could be because people are outwardly reaffirming their distinct affiliations and alliances 
—not because they have failed to appreciate their opponents’ reasons. If this is correct, we should expect deadlock to 
persist in discourse, even among those who have engaged in epistemic due diligence in their private reflection. 

9	 Similar analyses can be given for other hot button political issues cited by Bermúdez, such as abortion, immigration, and climate change. 
Indeed, as political views on such issues become ‘stacked’ in the sense that members of society increasingly divide along the same lines, into 
the same political groupings, rather than these cutting across one another, an individual’s stance across a whole suite of issues may become 
ever more clearly signalled—see Mason (2018) for related discussion.

10	 While my proposal, like Bermúdez’s, has affinities with Camp’s (2019), I believe there are at least two important points of difference. First, 
Camp seems to build into the definition of a frame that it has the function of expressing a perspective. In contrast, I define frames merely 
as linguistic alternatives, which may or may not express different perspectives. Second, on Camp’s view, the perspectives expressed by 
frames are sets of dispositions. In contrast, I am arguing that frames can evoke individuals, groups, or culturally salient characters, and thereby 
signal affiliation. See also Camp & Flores (2024)—including for discussion of the relationship between perspectives and personae. Thank 
you to a reviewer for pressing me on this point.

11	 For further related discussion on alliance-led formation of political views, see (Pinsof et al., 2023).
12	 Malinowski (1923) refers to the role of speech in social bonding as its “phatic” function. The notion is picked up in recent analysis by Mc-

Donald (2021). See also (Keiser, 2023) for an excellent book-length treatment of how linguistic communication often departs from the 
communicative ideals around which philosophers have often centred their analyses. 
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On this analysis, it is upstream socialisation and identity formation which may often turn out to be the real source of 
discursive deadlock, not frame-sensitive appreciation of only some reasons. Insofar as polarised public debate acts as a 
barrier to good collective decision-making about contentious issues, we might then expect the problem to persist in the 
face of further epistemic due diligence. 

Of course, the empirical question remains: what proportion of the discursive deadlocks we witness are, in fact, of the 
clashing identities variety, rather than the clashing frames variety? While I do not have a definitive answer, I proceed on 
the assumption that the proportion is significant enough to require our theorising to accommodate it. 

5.2.  Prescription for deadlock

One might hope that even if Bermúdez’s diagnosis of discursive deadlock is incomplete, his prescription is still the right 
one: speakers ought to incorporate their opponents’ frames within their thought and talk. After all, based on the pre-
ceding analysis, this might not only allow them to appreciate each other’s reasons but perhaps also to inhabit, in a richer 
sense, each other’s social identities. For example, if a Democrat were to adopt Republican framing on an issue, perhaps 
that would enable them not only to reconsider arguments against policies like gun control, but also to experience being 
a Republican (including, perhaps, how others relate to them in that social position). This points to an even more com-
prehensive due diligence that is not only epistemic but psychosocial. Perhaps that would grant valuable empathetic in-
sight into opponents’ perspectives.

While this is an intriguing proposal, it comes with downsides. One is the potentially destabilising psychological effect 
of operating with multiple different self-identities (insofar as that is possible at all). Another is that introducing oppo-
nents’ frames into one’s speech is socially risky. Interpolating the voices of particular individuals or groups into a con-
versation might be wholly unwelcome and resisted by one’s interlocutors. For instance, someone who appears to affili-
ate themselves with Republicans when in conversation with other Democrats, say by characterising the restriction of 
gun ownership as “curtailing individual rights,” may incur disapprobation from their in-group. In this way, practising 
perspectival flexibility out loud is liable to send signals that harm one’s social standing and relationships with others.

One possible response here would be to bemoan the epistemic timidity of those who eschew their opponents’ frames 
merely to avoid creating social friction.13 Perhaps we should demand that rational agents adopt those frames, regardless 
of the risks. 

While I have some sympathy with this response (and will later suggest ways to foster epistemic virtue more system-
atically within our discursive environments) I think the point can be overdone. After all, humans are social creatures 
whose reputations and relationships shape the course of our lives. While theorists can certainly try to understand and 
mitigate certain social pressures, simply willing them away is probably neither effective nor desirable. Better to acknowl-
edge the value in social bonding, and recognise that linguistic communication is one means through which we achieve 
it, with speech therefore serving a mixture of epistemic and social functions. 

The considerations above suggest that adopting opponents’ frames in public discourse may not always be practical, even 
if it is desirable from an epistemic or ethical point of view. More importantly, however, doing so may not even be effec-
tive. Insofar as discursive deadlock is really a matter of upstream group affiliation, not frame-dependent reasoning, it is 
not clear why encouraging speakers to adopt their opponents’ frames would change the underlying dynamics of the de-
bate. Temporarily inhabiting an opponent’s perspective could leave one’s underlying social identity and affiliations un-
touched (or lead to some disconcerting flip-flopping between them). The result: debate proceeds in as polarised a man-
ner as ever and results in either paralysed or uncompromising decision-making. In that case, Bermúdez might simply be 
giving us the wrong normative guidance when he encourages us to adopt our opponents’ frames.

13	 For related discussion of intellectual timidity, see Tanesini (2018).
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In the final part of the discussion, I will illustrate the problem by turning the spotlight on social media, showing how it 
arises especially acutely there, before proposing an alternative remedy.

6.  Social media

We have seen how linguistic frames might reveal divergent identities and alliances, not (only) conflicting reasons for judge-
ment and action. I now show how this comes into sharp focus on social media platforms, our public discussion forums du 
jour. I argue that users face incentives to send unambiguous signals about their social positioning, potentially outweighing 
their incentives to exchange reasons. The discussion addresses three factors in turn —connectivity, publicity, and decon-
texualisation— that together render the adoption of alternative frames increasingly infeasible and ineffective. 

6.1.  Connectivity

Early social media platforms sought to replicate or reconstitute users’ real life social networks online. In the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, sites like Classmates.com (in the US) and Friends Reunited (in the UK) enabled people to recon-
nect with long-lost friends and acquaintances. Facebook (originally set up in 2004) ultimately became the largest plat-
form connecting users with family, friends, and acquaintances.14 For over a decade, the stated mission of Meta (which 
owns Facebook, Instagram, and Threads) has been to bring people together to build community (currently formulated 
as: “Build the future of human connection and the technology that makes it possible.”)15 Thus, the focus has been very 
much on the social in social media. These platforms are spaces for people to maintain bonds with others. Users achieve 
this by participating in discourse, posting and reposting content, and replying and reacting to others’ content.16 

Social media is therefore quite unlike traditional media, such as newspapers, radio, and television, where content pro-
duced by professional journalists and broadcasters is transmitted to the general public. While traditional media outlets 
established themselves as forums for reporting and discussion of complex social and political issues, social media plat-
forms were not designed to fulfil that function —at least not primarily or explicitly. That they have nonetheless ended 
up acquiring it, often displacing, subsuming, or fundamentally reshaping traditional outlets, presents society with vari-
ous challenges. One of these, I suggest, is that users’ speech often continues to prioritise social goals over epistemic ones. 

Assuming that the goal of social bonding tends to be furthered by reinforcing shared identities and alliances, it is natu-
ral that we would aim to attract approval from in-groups —and that this would be reflected in our linguistic choices. 
For example, we can expect a left-leaning user to adopt forms of expression associated with those on the political left, 
while avoiding those associated with right-wing opponents. This is one way to help signal allegiance to, and bond with, 
other left-leaning contacts.17 In a space where bonding with allies is key, there is every reason to use in-group frames 
and little pressure to use those of out-groups. Other things being equal, then, we can expect frames associated with in-
groups to be preferred over those associated with out-groups. 

The proposal that in-group framing can support social bonding is complicated somewhat by a feature of social me-
dia known as ‘context collapse’ (Marwick & Boyd, 2010; Frost-Arnold, 2021; McDonald, 2025). This is the pooling 

14	 At the time of writing, Facebook is reckoned to have over three billion active monthly users. (https://www.statista.com/topics/751/face-
book/, accessed 4th May 2025).

15	 https://www.meta.com/en-gb/about/company-info/ (accessed 4th May 2025).
16	 While social media posts very often include non-linguistic content, such as images and videos, to keep things simple, the focus of the cur-

rent discussion will remain on the linguistic components.
17	 Frames are not the only – or probably even the best – way of doing so; others include profile information, followerships, and the contents 

of posts themselves.

https://www.statista.com/topics/751/facebook/
https://www.statista.com/topics/751/facebook/
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within a single audience of contacts from different parts of one’s social life, who potentially have quite discordant iden-
tities and affiliations. The idea is developed from the work of Goffman (1969). Goffman observes that people present 
themselves differently across contexts, establishing distinct ‘faces’ in interactions with family members, friends, work 
colleagues, strangers on the street, and so on.18 While Meyerowitz (1986) observes how communication technologies 
like the telephone, radio, and television already began to disturb the neat separation of social domains, the emergence of 
social media seems to have all but obliterated any remaining boundaries. On a platform like Facebook, for instance, all 
of the audiences mentioned above can be present simultaneously. 

In collapsed contexts, agents are confronted with the dilemma of which ‘face’ to present. Speaking in the voice of any 
given individual, group, or culturally salient character risks alienating some members of one’s social network, even while 
strengthening bonds with others. Thus, we might expect users to behave rather cautiously, in order to avoid offence; and 
that could take the form of deploying relatively neutral frames, or even refraining from posting on certain issues altogether. 

Alongside such strategies of withdrawal, however, we also see strategies of entrenchment. These involve crystallising 
one identity in the face of competing possibilities (or selecting one ‘face’ over others). One implication of being able to 
connect with indefinitely many people all around the world has been to enable users to explore different communities 
and identities—potentially finding preferred versions of themselves in the process. As a result, an individual might react 
to context collapse by actively strengthening their identification with certain parts of their network at the expense of 
others (perhaps also ‘culling’ legacy contacts who are not well-aligned).19 

It must be noted that social media platforms have recently begun to move away from a connectivity model towards 
an entertainment model. Rather than encouraging users to forge and maintain social connections in order to popu-
late their feeds with content, algorithms increasingly serve up whatever—and whoever’s—content is expected to be 
found compelling. TikTok is a clear frontrunner here, with its aim to “inspire creativity and bring joy” through the tar-
geted dissemination of short video content.20 Other platforms have sought to incorporate similar functionality. On 
this newer model, the emphasis is on keeping people amused and engaged rather than socially connected. It remains to 
be seen how this shift might affect the analysis of online framing provided here. In the next two subsections, I consider 
two other factors driving the signalling function of frames that continue to apply widely across different platforms.

6.2.  Publicity

Having considered why users might be inclined to use online speech for social bonding, I turn now to the additional pres-
sure their audiences exert on them in the same direction. There is often no principled limit on who can view a post once it 
is published (and a post can often be tracked down even after its deletion, for instance through the posting and reposting 
of screenshots). One upshot of this is that large numbers of people might share or comment on a post —whether in posi-
tive or negative ways. This exposes ordinary users to reputational effects, including (in the negative case) public castigation. 

On the one hand, it can be relatively easy to foresee the backlash to a post, especially when it comes from political op-
ponents. For instance, expressing allegiance to a particular electoral candidate, party, or policy can be expected to meet 
with attack from those on the other side of the political divide. Drawing that kind of fire might be ‘priced in’ to a piece 
of online speech (or even part of what motivates it, as in cases of ‘rage-baiting’) and might have limited effects on the 
user, or their audience.21

18	 It is perhaps no coincidence that Goffman was also a progenitor of research on framing, understood as the organisation of our social expe-
riences (Goffman, 1974).

19	 Hence the emergence of epistemic bubbles and echo chambers online (Nguyen, 2020).
20	 See https://www.tiktok.com/about (accessed 4th May 2025).
21	 In practice, the vicious nature even of anticipated backlash can itself be grounds for serious distress and withdrawal from debate —see 

(Brown, 2018) and (Barnes, 2023) for discussion of how hate and abuse is exacerbated online.

https://www.tiktok.com/about
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On the other hand, there can be intense social pain associated with being publicly rebuked by in-group members, with 
whom one does wish to be identified and associated, and among whom one does wish to maintain esteem. 

Billingham & Parr (2019) argue that even when in-group norm policing is well-motivated, it can easily end up becom-
ing disproportionate and produce more harm than good. As a case in point, they discuss a user’s tweet of: “Going to Af-
rica. Hope I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding. I’m white!”22 Discussing her case, they explain:

She meant this as an ironic comment about the attitudes of middle-class white Americans to-
ward AIDS, but many observers considered it racist. [Footnote omitted] [The user] faced a bar-
rage of online criticism, much of it threatening and abusive, and was fired from her job —all 
while she was on a plane, and so unable to defend herself or explain her tweet. (Billingham & 
Parr, 2019, p. 372)

This ill-judged tweet was severely punished both through social sanctions (in the form of online public shaming) and 
material ones (due to the loss of employment).23 

Of course, the case described above is extreme in various respects. However, lower-key examples, where users face back-
lash for transgressing (or appearing to transgress) in-group norms, are commonplace in social media. Once users have 
witnessed or experienced enough such interactions, it is understandable that they would take care over how they frame 
things. 

I suggest, then, that informal social pressure online can serve as an important check on users’ linguistic frames. We can 
expect users to select their framings of contentious social and political issues not only to proactively reinforce their so-
cial bonds (as per the previous sub-section) but also more defensively, to avoid social sanctions. For example, a Demo-
crat might wish to avoid framing the restriction of gun ownership in terms of “curtailing individual rights,” while a Re-
publican might wish to avoid framing it in terms of “improving public safety”. Doing so at least risks raising suspicion 
among their fellow partisans —and could in some contexts contribute to public chastisement, with unpredictable im-
plications. 

6.3.  Decontextualization

In addition to their publicity, it is also notable that social media posts are typically short (with many platforms impos-
ing character limits) and presented individually within algorithmically-determined feeds that largely obscure conversa-
tional context. This greatly increases the risk of miscommunication and misinterpretation.24 

It is often unclear exactly what an individual post is about or what it is doing, and audiences often lack knowledge about 
the relevant background discourse or events.25 Of particular relevance to the current discussion, a user’s identity, affilia-
tion, and political views may not be immediately obvious from such a limited snippet of their speech. Disclaimers, clari-
fications, and corrections are easily lost within longer threads. Given such a scant basis for conveying information, us-
ers must rely heavily on how the message is crafted. There is a strong incentive for socially pertinent information to be 
as clear as possible, avoiding risky ambiguity. This includes sticking to frames that clearly signal in-group affiliation and 
avoid the risk of signaling out-group affiliation. Again, then, the importance of sending a clear signal through a short 
decontextualised post adds to social media platforms’ encouragement of the use of in-group frames. 

22	 The case is drawn from Ronson (2015). See also (Aly & Simpson, 2018) for related discussion. 
23	 See also Aly & Simpson (2018) for helpful related discussion.
24	 It is true that some platforms’ algorithms present posts chronologically, while others seek to optimise for engagement. Either way, though, 

the speech bears little resemblance to turns in a back-and-forth conversation. See Goldberg (2021) for related discussion.
25	 Davies (2025) discusses how this can result in radically different interpretations of online content. 
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I have argued that, in social media environments, what a frame communicates about one’s social positioning can loom 
large relative to any reason it might elucidate. Crucially, such environments inhibit the kind of perspectival flexibility 
in interpersonal communication that Bermúdez calls for. On the contrary, adopting opponents’ frames in one’s public 
posts risks causing social friction and possibly incurring social sanction. This makes the performance of epistemic due 
diligence especially difficult. 

Moreover, it is unclear how adopting opponents’ frames in such environments would help resolve discursive deadlock. 
To the extent that the frame is performing a social signalling function, doing so might simply send a confused signal 
about the user’s identity and affiliations, without helping opposing groups come together in support of reasonable col-
lective decisions. 

Of course, the responsible epistemic agent might still make efforts to adopt conflicting frames in their thought, even 
if not in their talk (or posts). In this way, they might attain a more nuanced understanding of complex issues, had that 
been lacking beforehand. However, nuanced understanding won’t necessarily solve the wider social problem of dead-
lock in public discourse. In the absence of sufficient incentive to break out of polarising communicative dynamics, we 
end up with precisely the kind of impasse that motivated Bermúdez’s analysis in the first place —with communicative 
interactions that fail to appreciate the complexity of interlocutors and their ideas; and with visibly bitter contestation 
of political stances. 

If Bermúdez-style due diligence is not the (complete) solution, what is? Insofar as the problem of discursive deadlock 
lies upstream in people’s prior formation of alliances and affiliations, one answer would be to try to loosen the grip of 
these somehow. However, I will end by remarking very briefly on some actions we could take downstream, to restruc-
ture our discursive environments. 

6.4.  Due diligence online

Building on the analysis of the previous section, solutions to discursive deadlock might be found in addressing the dys-
functions associated with connectivity, publicity, and decontextualisation. 

Beginning with connectivity, part of the problem was that sites originally designed for establishing and reinforcing so-
cial connections have ended up numbering among our most important spaces for debate (both in the sense that more 
and more of our speech seems to take place there, and that it has a disproportionately large political influence). One 
possibility, then, would be to (re-)engineer online spaces with explicitly epistemic aims, making social bonding a less 
prominent goal. Perhaps that could support constructive collective reasoning. Examples of online spaces that take steps 
in this direction include Reddit’s ‘change my view’ community26 and vTaiwan’s use of Pol.is to facilitate large-scale con-
versations and consensus building.27

Turning to publicity, perhaps posts should not be so readily available for such wide consumption. Enhanced functional-
ity for constraining the audience could make nuanced discussion less reputationally risky. When one incurs disapproval 
(even when it comes from in-group members) it is surely easier to rebuild bonds and regain face in a more private set-
ting than one with indefinitely many onlookers. Just as our private offline social interactions can afford us relatively for-
giving ‘safe spaces’ to work through ideas, it might be possible and desirable to recreate these dynamics online. 

Moves already made in this direction include options for users to delete their previously published content, restrict the 
audience for posts, or switch off comments. Platforms could also experiment further with functionality for re-posting 
and ‘quote-posting’ (whereby users repost another’s content overlaid with their own commentary), consider options for 

26	 https://www.reddit.com/r/changemyview/, accessed 4th May 2025
27	 https://info.vtaiwan.tw/, accessed 4th May 2025
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how rapidly content is permitted to spread across networks, or adopt more nuanced policies on anonymity or pseudo-
nymity for users. 

A different sort of approach would target decontextualization, to make the wider context of a post easier to access and 
engage with. The aim here would be to mitigate the risk of misinterpretation, such that users feel a little freer to pursue 
compromise without appearing to ally themselves with out-groups. This could involve changing the platform interfaces 
to make interactions more genuinely conversation-like. 

The avenues sketched out here will no doubt be littered with obstacles, both of a principled and practical nature—and 
they are certainly not intended to be exhaustive solutions. The underlying point still stands, though: if we are to ad-
dress discursive deadlock, it may be misguided simply to call for greater epistemic due diligence. Instead, we may need 
to attend more closely to the structures of our discursive environments, including social media platforms. For, as long as 
frames are used to signal opposing affiliations, discursive deadlocks seem likely to remain and inhibit good collective de-
cision-making. To support constructive communicative behaviours, we should therefore design environments that fa-
cilitate, rather than impede, epistemic virtue. 

7.  Conclusion 

I have suggested that the alternative linguistic frames used to characterise complex social and political issues do not only 
elucidate reasons for judgement and action, as Bermúdez argues, but can also serve as important signals of identity and af-
filiation. Hence, discursive deadlock might not result from a failure to access the reasons motivating opponents, so much as 
a disinclination to ally oneself with them (or even appear to be doing so). In that case, adopting alternative frames in one’s 
speech may be altogether counterproductive, failing to address the real barrier to reasonable collective decision-making 
while incurring real social costs. We saw why this might be an especially pressing problem in social media, and how struc-
tural changes to platform design could potentially help foster more constructive debate. In this way, I believe a suitably en-
riched analysis of framing could open up new possibilities for improving political discourse in the digital age.
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ABSTRACT:  In his seminal book, Philosophy of psychology: A contemporary introduction, José L. Bermúdez argues 
that David Marr’s levels of analysis cannot be used as a general framework for explaining phenomena in cognitive sci-
ence. More specifically, he argues that Marr’s levels of analysis paradigmatically apply to subpersonal modular pro-
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1.  Introduction1

Cognitive phenomena can be studied at different levels of analysis (see, e.g. Colombo & Knauff, 2020; Piccinini, 2020; Ver-
dejo & Quesada, 2011). In this regard, David Marr (1982) provided an especially influential model for understanding cogni-
tive phenomena (see, e.g. Peebles & Cooper, 2015; Poggio, 2012). He introduced the distinction between the computational, 
algorithmic, and implementational levels of analysis. Given its influence in cognitive science, many have critically discussed dif-
ferent aspects of Marr’s levels of analysis and their relative importance (see, e.g., the papers in Peebles & Cooper, 2015; Zednik, 
2018). Yet, few have explicitly discussed the capability of Marr’s levels of analysis to provide a general framework for under-
standing psychological phenomena, including also personal and subpersonal perspectives on cognitive systems.

In a rare discussion of this issue, José Luiz Bermúdez (2005, p. 27) argues that Marr’s distinction cannot be used for this pur-
pose. He offers two related arguments to support this claim. First, he contends that Marr’s distinction is best suited for ex-
plaining modular cognitive systems (see, also Cooper & Peebles, 2015). Marr’s framework requires a clearly defined task and 
well-specified functions to generate hypotheses about a system’s representations and algorithms. However, non-modular sys-
tems often lack such clear functional specifications, making them difficult to analyze using Marr’s tripartite approach. 

Second, Bermúdez argues that even if one successfully applies Marr’s framework to a particular personal or non-modu-
lar cognitive capacity, it is very difficult —or even impossible— to extend this analysis to the mind as a whole. By this, 
he suggests that Marr’s levels cannot provide a unified explanatory framework for understanding the general relation-
ship between different levels of explanation in cognitive science, particularly between personal and subpersonal perspec-
tives on the mind/brain.

The aim of this paper is to evaluate Bermúdez’s claim that Marr’s levels of analysis cannot provide a general framework 
for explaining cognitive processes. To address the first argument, I will show that cognitive (neuro)science offers com-
putational models of higher-order, non-modular systems that can be usefully analyzed using Marr’s tripartite distinc-
tion. To address the second argument, I will argue that Marr’s framework can be applied to the mind as a whole and even 
shed light on the relationship between personal and subpersonal explanations, provided that a sufficiently rich theoreti-
cal framework is adopted. As a proof of concept, I will show that the active inference framework, grounded in the free-
energy principle, provides a unified framework for understanding the overall function of the mind and its physical imple-
mentations. Given its computational structure, this framework lends itself well to analysis through Marr’s levels.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 summarizes Marr’s levels of analysis. Section 3 contextualizes the debate on 
the generality of Marr’s framework within Bermúdez’s “interface problem”. There I assess Bermúdez’s first argument 
that Marr’s levels of analysis are limited because they mostly apply to subpersonal and modular cognitive processes. Sec-
tion 4, in a preliminary way, examines Bermúdez’s second argument, which claims that Marr’s levels of analysis, even 
if applicable to some higher-level non-modular processes, are inadequate for addressing the function of the mind as a 
whole. In Section 5, I defuse this argument by relying on the active inference framework, arguing that it provides suffi-
cient conceptual resources for understanding the function of the mind as a whole. Section 6 revisits the interface prob-
lem, exploring how the application of Marrian analysis within the active inference framework can clarify the relation-
ship between personal and subpersonal explanations.

2.  Marr’s levels of analysis

Marr (1982) famously argued that a complete understanding of some cognitive capacity involves an analysis at compu-
tational, algorithmic, and implementational levels. To illustrate how this framework is used, let us consider the human 

1	 This paper builds upon and provides a more comprehensive elaboration of some of the ideas initially presented in Jurjako (2023).
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ability to visually recognize objects. At the computational level, we are trying to determine what the system under con-
sideration is doing and why, i.e., what is the function it is supposed to perform.2 We can say that the function of vis-
ual object recognition is to recognize objects by identifying and classifying them based on their visual features, such as 
shape, size, color, and texture. In computational terms, this function of visual object recognition can be framed as a pro-
cess in which the goal is to map the visual input (e.g., a 2D image on the retina) to a representation of a 3D object that is 
classified under some label (e.g., a cat or a dog).

At the algorithmic level, the aim is to determine how the system implements the functions and tasks identified at the 
computational level. This involves determining an algorithm that describes the steps and procedures that the system 
uses to solve the identified computational problem, and to identify the representations it uses to achieve this goal.3 In 
the case of visual object recognition, an algorithm for identifying and classifying 3D objects could use procedures for 
filtering visual inputs to detect edges of objects. As edges of objects are correlated with sudden changes in the inten-
sity of the light that is reflected by an object, they can be represented by mathematical procedures that use zero-cross-
ings. Zero-crossings are the points in an image where the intensity of the pixels changes from positive to negative values, 
or vice versa. Then, the algorithm may use procedures that extract features such as shape, size, and texture of an object 
from the zero-crossings. Finally, to classify the object, the algorithm may compare the extracted features with informa-
tion about objects that is already stored in memory. 

The implementational level aims to specify the neural structures and mechanisms that underpin algorithms involved in 
visual object recognition. For example, it has been proposed that the visual system uses a hierarchy of processing stages, 
with early stages dedicated to basic features such as edges, and later stages dedicated to more complex features such as 
shape, size, and texture. Some of the specific neural structures involved in this process are the retina, the primary visual 
cortex (V1), and the inferotemporal cortex (IT) (see, e.g. DiCarlo et al., 2012).

Marr’s levels of analysis were devised for analyzing cognition understood as an information processing system (Poggio, 
2012). It is unclear whether this analysis can be used for understanding the general relation between different levels at 
which psychological phenomena can be explained, including the relation between the personal and the subpersonal. 
This question has been surprisingly underexplored in the literature. In a rare discussion of this issue, Bermúdez con-
tends that Marr’s levels of analysis are unsuitable for this task, as will be discussed in the next section.

3.  Can Marr’s distinction be used as a general framework for analyzing phenomena in cognitive science?

3.1.  personal and subpersonal explanations, and the interface problem 

Bermúdez situates his arguments within the discussion of the relation between personal and subpersonal explanations 
(see Bermúdez, 2005, pp. 17-38). There is some uncertainty about how to clearly distinguish between the personal and 
the subpersonal (for recent discussions, see Dänzer, 2023; Drayson, 2012; Westfall, 2022). Nonetheless, for the pur-
poses of our discussion, Bermúdez offers a reasonably clear approach to conceptualizing the distinction. 

2	 For a seminal discussion of Marr’s computational level, see Shagrir (2010); for a recent application, see Mallory (2024).
3	 Marr is working in the classical paradigm of cognitive science that understands the mind based on the digital computer metaphor. Thus, it 

was natural for Marr to talk about representations and algorithms for transforming representations in a way that computing devices, such 
as cashier registers, manipulate representations. However, nothing in the idea of the algorithmic level as conceived by Marr commits one to 
adopt the idea of digital representations that are manipulated according to their structural features (see, e.g. Zednik, 2018). The minimal 
presupposition for the application of the Marrian paradigm is that cognitive processes might be interpreted as information processing de-
vices, without specific commitments about how a cognitive system under examination represents information and what types of equations 
are used to describe their transformations.
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In line with a venerable tradition in philosophical psychology, Bermúdez understands personal explanations as refer-
ring to traits that persons, or more broadly, rational agents, can properly possess (Dennett, 1969; Hornsby, 2000). Spe-
cifically, he claims that the personal is characterized by three features (see Bermúdez, 2000, p. 64). The first feature is 
its distinctive vocabulary, which refers to intentional states such as beliefs, desires, and intentions. The second feature 
is that personal explanations individuate a special class of regularities that might not be discernible from other perspec-
tives. For instance, personal explanations often reference intentional actions, such as intending to make a money trans-
fer, which can be realized in various physical ways —like making hand gestures, giving a verbal command, or other 
movements that share nothing in common except being instances of the same regularity recognized as “transferring the 
money” (see, also Fodor, 1974). The third feature of the personal level is that its explanations are guided by principles 
of rationality (Davidson, 2001; Dennett, 1981). For instance, in explaining why someone transferred money, we might 
assume that they believed the transfer would settle a debt and wanted to resolve it, thus choosing a method—like sign-
ing a check or making an electronic payment —that would achieve that goal (for influential discussions of rationality 
and its various applications across the social sciences and humanities, see Bermúdez, 2011, 2020). 

Bermúdez also suggests that these features characterize the folk-psychological explanations we use in everyday life for 
social interaction.4 We typically understand people as possessing intentional states and assume that they act to satisfy 
their goals in light of their beliefs, in a minimally rational way. He further notes, however, that the personal level cannot 
be entirely equated with folk-psychological explanations, as the personal perspective is also employed in cognitive psy-
chology. In this field, scientists measure reaction times, use verbal reports, and formulate hypotheses about conscious 
cognitive and perceptual abilities, thereby contributing to the development of scientific theories of personal-level states 
and processes (Bermúdez, 2000, p. 65). While it is reasonable not to equate personal explanations entirely with folk-
psychological ones, we will set this distinction aside in the following discussion. This is because scientific psychology’s 
personal-level constructs can be seen as more precise extensions of folk-psychological constructs and associated princi-
ples (see Bermúdez, 2005, p. 65). Moreover, insofar as the personal level is characterized by folk-psychological expla-
nations and constructs, it becomes easier to frame the interface problem as Bermúdez does. However, a proper under-
standing of the interface problem requires a clear contrast between personal and subpersonal explanations.

The subpersonal is typically associated with states, activities, and processes that operate below the level of a person. Al-
though subpersonal constructs are in some sense related to those we apply at the personal level, they should be clearly 
distinguished (see Bermúdez, 2005, ch. 2; Drayson, 2012). For example, Marr’s theory of vision is commonly regarded 
as a subpersonal theory of visual processing. As explained in Section 2, according to Marr, the ultimate task of early vi-
sion is to produce a 3D representation of the external scene. However, the concept of representation in Marr’s account 
should be clearly distinguished from the notion of representation of a visual scene we attribute to whole persons. The 
main difference is that unlike personal representations, which are typically consciously entertained, Marr’s representa-
tional processes operate subconsciously.5 Moreover, Marr’s theory of vision provides computational principles intended 
to explain how subconscious representations in early vision are processed to eventually yield a representation of the ex-
ternal environment that our cognitive system might further use for object recognition and classification. At the per-

4	 Recent scholarship suggests that associating personal and folk-psychological explanations only with intentional states and rational princi-
ples is overly simplistic. Such explanations also include personality traits, habitual actions, social scripts, and references to skills that do not 
necessarily involve intentional states or rational constraints (Andrews et al., 2021; Westfall, 2022; see, also Bermúdez, 2005, ch. 7). How-
ever, for the purposes of this paper and formulating the interface problem, Bermúdez’s three-feature characterization of the personal and 
its relation to folk psychology will suffice.

5	 It is worth noting that sometimes, the primary criterion for individuating the personal level involves references to conscious states and pro-
cesses, while the subpersonal level is understood as pertaining to subconscious states and processes. However, although the personal per-
spective often refers to conscious states —and rightly so, since our conscious experiences permeate personal-level functioning (Chappell, 
2023)— its explanations and associated states cannot be individuated solely by the criterion of consciousness. This is because there may be 
subconscious beliefs attributed to a person, and we may also explain people’s behavior by referring, for instance, to character traits that do 
not necessarily operate at the conscious level (Westfall, 2022; see also the discussion in Bermúdez, 2005, pp. 29-31).
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sonal level, however, we are concerned with reasoning processes that rely on conscious perceptions, which contribute 
to forming propositional attitudes and provide inputs to our decision-making processes characteristic of intentional 
agency.

Subpersonal explanations are also linked to important distinctions in how different disciplines approach the study of 
the mind (Jurjako, 2024). The personal perspective is used when we consider mental states, processes, and abilities at-
tributed to people understood as agents capable of rational thought, while the subpersonal perspective is typically ap-
plied in cognitive science and neuroscience, where people’s perceptual and cognitive abilities are understood as products 
of mechanisms, where they can be explained at different levels of analysis, involving their functions, causal roles, and 
structural composition (Shea, 2018). In this respect, the subpersonal level can be characterized by various levels of anal-
ysis typically studied in cognitive (neuro)science. These include cognitive-computational processes as explored in cogni-
tive psychology, analyses of how populations of neurons enable cognitive and motor capacities, detailed explanations of 
individual neuronal responses to specific stimuli, and even more fine-grained aspects studied in molecular neuroscience. 
Each of these levels contributes to our understanding of how subpersonal processes underlie complex cognitive and be-
havioral phenomena (see Bermúdez, 2022). 

According to Bermúdez, considering the personal and various levels of subpersonal explanation leads to the question of 
how to understand their relationship. This is what he calls the interface problem:

This is the problem of explaining the relation between the commonsense, everyday type of psy-
chological explanation that we all engage in every day […] and the levels of explanation lower 
down in the hierarchy. (Bermúdez, 2005, p. 35)

To further illustrate the interface problem, he articulates it through a series of questions:

How do explanations of the behavior of people given in terms of their beliefs, desires and other 
psychological states mesh, for example, with explanations in terms of patterns of activity across 
populations of neurons? How does the biochemistry of what goes on inside a neuron relate to 
the dynamics of how a person interacts with the environment? What is the relation between un-
derstanding a person as a conscious, reasoning agent, on the one hand, and understanding that 
person’s brain as a complicated type of computational mechanism? (Bermúdez, 2005, p. 35)

As we can see here, Bermúdez formulates the interface problem as one of understanding a hierarchy of explanations, 
where personal explanations occupy the upper levels of the hierarchy and subpersonal explanations capture the lower 
levels. According to his view, one of the main tasks of the philosophy of psychology is to provide a coherent model for 
understanding the relationship between these levels (Bermúdez, 2005, p. 35). Given that Marr’s levels of analysis offer a 
clear approach to understanding and explaining cognitive phenomena, it is worth considering whether this framework 
can sufficiently illuminate the relationship between these levels of explanation.

At first glance, it seems that the interface problem could be straightforwardly addressed from a Marrian perspective.6 
Marr’s levels of analysis —delineated by the questions “why”, “how”, and “where”— can be seen as aligning with the lev-
els of explanation Bermúdez discusses. In this view, the personal level, which largely involves folk-psychological explana-
tions, could be understood as providing explananda with functions specified at the computational level. The algorith-
mic level would then seek to identify the algorithms and representations that give rise to these psychological functions. 
Finally, the implementational level would investigate their biological underpinnings. 

6	 It is worth noting that an often-overlooked question is whether the interface problem should be addressed uniformly across cognitive sci-
ence or if different fields require distinct solutions. I touch on this issue in a recent philosophy of psychiatry paper, where I discuss the no-
tion of mental disorder in relation to the interface problem (see Jurjako, 2024). 
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However, Bermúdez offers reasons for doubting that this straightforward solution can work. In the following sections, we will 
examine the cogency of his skepticism regarding the use of Marr’s levels of analysis for addressing the interface problem.7 

3.2.  Modular and non-modular systems, and marr’s levels of analysis 

One reason for thinking that Marr’s levels of analysis are particularly limited in explaining cognitive phenomena is that 
they only pertain to modular systems. In this regard, Bermúdez writes that “it should be clear that nothing like Marr’s 
account could be straightforwardly applied to what we might think of as higher (i.e. non-modular) cognitive processes” 
(Bermúdez, 2005, p. 27). The reasoning seems to be as follows. Marr’s levels of analysis are well suited for explaining 
modular systems. Here Bermúdez (2005, p. 25) employs Jerry Fodor’s classical (1983) notion of modularity.8 Accord-
ing to this view, modular systems are, among other things, domain specific (they are specialized for well-specified tasks) 
and informationally encapsulated (they only respond to a finite set of inputs and cannot be penetrated with other types 
of information). This implies that modular systems possess clear functional specialization with evident implementabil-
ity through well-defined algorithms. In contrast, personal states are typically associated with non-modular processes. 
This apparently means that they will lack clearly specified functions that can be algorithmically implemented. Thus, 
typically it would not be feasible to apply Marr’s analysis to personal non-modular processes. 

Even though Marr’s levels of analysis well capture modular processes, it does not follow that they are not useful for ex-
plaining non-modular processes. Consider, for instance, our ability for ordinary reasoning. This ability is information-
ally “promiscuous”, in the sense that it can take in information from different cognitive systems, integrate it, and make 
further inferences based on it. Moreover, such an ability is not domain-specific, at least not in the sense that it is re-
stricted to responding to a narrow set of inputs. For example, a person can by seeing the weather outside form the belief 
that it is sunny outside and by hearing the rain form the belief that it is raining outside. By integrating these beliefs, the 
person can conclude that it is sunny and raining at the same time. 

More importantly, such a non-modular ability can be usefully analyzed at the computational, algorithmic, and imple-
mentational levels. For example, at the computational level, this ability can be understood as the ability for reasoning 
that takes symbolic representations as input and outputs other symbolic representations. At the algorithmic level, we 
can think about different representational systems and associated rules for their processing. For instance, we can formu-
late algorithmic procedures based on Bayesian statistical inferential procedures or inferential procedures based on some 
form of defeasible logic. Finally, we can consider where and how these logical procedures are implemented in the brain 
(see, e.g. Baggio et al., 2015). Thus, apparently non-modular systems can have well-specified functions that are amena-
ble to Marrian analysis.

Against such a piecemeal response, Bermúdez offers what I take to be his second argument for the limitations of Mar-
rian analysis. This argument takes the form of a more general objection.9 He asserts that

7	 In what follows, I will refer to Bermúdez’s argument as presented in his (2005) book. The same arguments are also discussed in his cogni-
tive science textbook (see 2014, pp. 126-129). Interestingly, in the last (fourth) edition of the textbook, the discussion of these arguments 
has been largely omitted.

8	 For the sake of discussion, I follow Bermúdez in assuming the Fodorian view of modularity. There are other non-Fodorian perspectives 
on how modular processes could be understood. In the next section, I will introduce the active inference framework, which is often under-
stood as challenging the sharp distinction between modular and non-modular systems (for discussion, see Drayson, 2017). Given that this 
issue is not directly pertinent for the present discussion, it will not be further examined.

9	 In addition to the following objection, Bermúdez (2005, pp. 26-27) also suggests that Marr’s levels of analysis might be limited to modular 
processes because algorithmically analyzing non-modular processes might face the frame problem—a challenge in cognitive science and AI 
where a system struggles to determine which aspects of an ever-changing environment are relevant to its current goal, making it difficult to 
algorithmically handle complex, context-sensitive tasks. However, this objection does not seem too serious. While Bermúdez is right that 
the frame problem poses a challenge for creating algorithms for non-modular processes, this is not a principled problem for applying the 
Marrian analysis because its usefulness does not depend on whether we can at this moment invent algorithmic procedures that would be 
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[E]ven if [Marr’s levels of analysis] could be extended to non-modular processes, […] it will cer-
tainly be impossible to do so for the mind as a whole––and it is, of course, an understanding of 
the mind as a whole that we are ultimately aiming for. Marr’s analysis of the early visual system 
provides a clear illustration of the general idea of a hierarchy of different levels of explanation. 
But it is not itself pitched at the right sort of level to provide a model of how we might under-
stand the general idea of a hierarchy of explanation applied to the mind as a whole. (Bermúdez, 
2005, p. 27, emphasis added)

There appear to be two distinct issues in Bermúdez’s quote. The first relates to the claim that Marr’s levels of analysis 
cannot be applied to the mind as a whole. We will explore Bermúdez’s reasoning for this in the next section. The sec-
ond issue pertains to Bermúdez’s assertion that Marr’s levels are unsuitable as a model for understanding “the general 
idea of a hierarchy of explanation applied to the mind as a whole”. These two claims seem connected as a premise (first 
claim) leading to a conclusion (second claim). Specifically, if we ask why Bermúdez claims that Marr’s levels of analysis 
do not provide a suitable framework for explaining the mind as a whole, the answer seems to be that this is because the 
mind, as an integrated system, cannot be fully analyzed through Marr’s levels. 

The more interesting claim seems to be the first one, and later on I will focus on it. This is because even if Bermúdez is 
correct that Marr’s levels of analysis do not offer a clear model of the hierarchy of explanations in cognitive science, this 
would not be particularly surprising or controversial. Indeed, there is general agreement among philosophers of cogni-
tive science that Marr primarily proposed levels of analysis of cognitive phenomena, without specifying how these lev-
els should align with different types of explanations applied to cognitive phenomena. To address this gap, several phi-
losophers have suggested connecting Marr’s levels of analysis with mechanistic explanations (see, e.g. Bechtel & Shagrir, 
2015; Zednik, 2018). According to such approaches, Marr’s levels of analysis can naturally be understood as applying to 
mechanisms underlying cognitive phenomena of interest by guiding us to ask questions about a mechanism’s function, 
how it performs that function, and where it is physically implemented. Given that mechanisms are composed of parts 
and processes that can be structured at different levels, interpreting Marr’s proposal within a mechanistic philosophy of 
science offers a clear view of how to formulate a Marrian-inspired model of explanatory hierarchy within cognitive sci-
ence (for further discussion, see Chirimuuta, 2024; Zednik, 2018).

However, if Bermúdez is correct that Marr’s levels of analysis cannot be applied to the mind as a whole, then it would 
follow that no matter how detailed our Marrian mechanistic explanations are, they would be lacking in certain respect, 
and would not enable us to provide a coherent framework for thinking about cognitive phenomena spanning different 
levels of description. For this reason, in what follows, I will focus on evaluating Bermúdez’s claim that Marr’s levels of 
analysis cannot be extended to characterizations of the mind as a whole.10

4.  Why Marr’s levels of analysis cannot be applied to the mind as a whole?

It is not immediately clear why Bermúdez thinks that a Marrian analysis cannot be applied to the mind as a whole. One 
reason that emerges in Bermúdez’s discussion relates to the claim that Marr’s analysis cannot be applied to people as 
they are understood at the personal level of functioning. This line of reasoning begins with a reasonable claim made by 
Bermúdez that 

able to model every aspect of the mind. Theorizing and practical work in cognitive science starts with the presupposition that the human 
mind has somehow solved the frame problem. And by studying the mind from the computational, algorithmic, and implementation levels, 
we are trying to discover how our minds are capable of non-modular higher-level thinking and where these processes are implemented in 
physical systems such as the brain. 

10	 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for pressing me to more adequately delineate the scope of this discussion.
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Cognition is not an isolated activity and if we are interested in studying the mind as a whole we 
must start from the twin facts, first, that it is organisms that have minds and, second, that pos-
sessing a mind allows those organisms to behave in the ways characteristic of intelligent agents. 
(Bermúdez, 2005, p. 28)

The idea seems to be that to explain and understand the role of the mind as a whole, we must pay heed to its role in reg-
ulating the behavior of cognitive agents. People are paradigmatic cognitive agents. Thus, the explanation of the mind 
must begin with an explanation of the behavior of the person. However, according to Bermúdez:

Theories such as Marr’s operate at a lower level than the level of cognitive agents. They deal with parts 
or modules of the cognitive agent, rather than with the agent itself as a thinking and acting organism. 
They are theories at the subpersonal level (below the level of the person). (Bermúdez, 2005, p. 28)

While it is true that Marr’s specific theory of early visual processing is best understood as a subpersonal theory, this does 
not imply that his framework for levels of analysis cannot be extended to other, non-subpersonal cognitive phenomena. 
Indeed, as argued earlier, it seems we can apply Marr’s levels of analysis to a paradigmatically non-modular personal-
level ability, such as the ability for making ordinary/logical inferences. Why, then, should we assume that Marr’s levels 
of analysis are limited in this regard?11 

There seems to be something about the concept of the mind as a whole that Bermúdez believes resists analysis in Mar-
rian terms. The claim seems to be that if the mind as a whole cannot be provided a functional specification, then at-
tempting a computational analysis would be futile and we would not be able to formulate explanations of how the mind 
actually performs these tasks or where these processes are implemented. Indeed, in this regard Bermúdez writes:

[W]hen we are thinking about the mind as a whole, there are difficulties applying the type of 
functional analysis that Marr applied to the early visual system. When we are thinking about the 
mind as a whole it is very difficult, and perhaps even impossible, to identify tasks that can be un-
derstood in a determinate enough way to yield algorithms. (Bermúdez, 2005, p. 28)

Essentially, Bermúdez seems to argue that using Marr’s levels of analysis to provide a general framework for explaining 
cognitive phenomena spanning across personal and subpersonal levels is virtually impossible because the mind, as an in-
tegrated system, lacks a clear functional specification. 

It is not entirely clear why Bermúdez believed that the mind as a whole lacks functional specification. Perhaps, at the 
time of his writing, philosophers of cognitive science struggled to conceptualize how non-modular cognitive systems, 
with their domain generality and cognitive penetrability, could be computationally analyzed.12 Be that as it may, I will 
not focus on exploring additional reasons for this view. Instead, I will shift my approach and offer a proof of concept. 
Specifically, I will argue that there are no fundamental obstacles to using Marr’s levels of analysis to understand the 
mind as a set of abilities characterizing the behavior of whole organisms —at least, not if one adopts a sufficiently am-
bitious framework for conceptualizing the mind. Additionally, I will argue that working within a sufficiently rich cog-
nitive paradigm can shed light on the relationship between personal and subpersonal levels of functioning. To support 
this, I will introduce the active inference framework in the next section and illustrate how Marrian analysis can be ap-
plied within this paradigm to enhance our understanding of the mind as a whole.

11	 Richard Cooper and David Peebles (2015, p. 253) also notice that Marr was primarily applying levels of analysis to components and sub-
components of cognitive abilities, and not to whole agents. However, despite this observation, they do not claim that Marr’s levels cannot 
in principle be applied to whole agents.

12	 In this regard, Bermúdez might have been influenced by Fodor’s (1983) argument that there could never be a cognitive science of 
non-modular systems. Such systems are characterized by domain generality and holism, where any piece of information can influence any 
other cognitive process, leading to intractability (for discussion, see Murphy, 2019, see also footnote 8 above).
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5.  Active inference and the mind as a whole

5.1.  the active inference framework13

The active inference framework is based on the Free Energy Principle (FEP). According to the FEP, the general func-
tion of the mind can be understood as minimizing free energy (for an overview, see, e.g. Mann et al., 2022).14 More 
generally, the FEP prescribes the general conditions for self-organizing systems to remain in existence. The survival 
of all self-organizing systems, such as living organisms, depends on their ability to resist the tendency to dissipate un-
der the environmental pressures. The FEP states that self-organizing systems maintain their integrity and resist dissi-
pation by minimizing atypical or surprising events in their environment. Granting the insight that organisms possess 
minds that enable intelligent behaviors, it follows in the present context that we can construe the general function 
of the mind as the ongoing process of minimizing uncertainty, which will later be expounded in terms of free energy 
minimization.15

To better understand the basic notions underpinning the FEP, we need to elaborate on what is meant by surprise, self-
organizing systems, and the role of free-energy in minimizing surprisal. We will start with the formal notion of surprise.

In information theory, surprise is a measure of the amount of unexpectedness associated with a particular event. To dis-
tinguish it from the commonsensical notion of surprise, researchers tend to call this quantity surprisal. It is defined as 
the negative logarithm of the probability of an event occurring: 

					     Surprisal: –log P(s)	 (1)

Here, P(s) denotes probability of s, —log is a logarithmic function of the probability function. Surprisal is inversely pro-
portional to the probability of that event occurring. In other words, the higher the probability of an event, the lower the 
surprisal, and vice versa.

The general idea is that adaptive action involves remaining in familiar states by minimizing surprisal or uncertainty (see, 
e.g. Buckley et al., 2017). For instance, for a fish, familiar states with low surprisal include being in water, while being 
outside water involves being in states with high surprisal. In the basic case, the surprisal of a state is determined by how 
expected it is for an organism to be in that state from the perspective of its phenotype and the ecological niche it in-
habits. Thus, in this context, surprisal is determined by the conditional probability that an organism will experience an 
event or be in some state given its phenotype. From a formal perspective, we can think about an organism’s phenotype 

13	 In what follows, I provide a basic introduction to the formal machinery of active inference and the Free Energy Principle. An informed 
reader familiar with this literature may skip ahead to Subsection 5.2.

14	 Some authors differentiate between high and low road approaches when introducing the active inference framework (see Parr et al., 2022 
chs. 2-3). The low road approach involves tracing the development of active inference from Helmholtz’s idea of perception as inference 
all the way to contemporary predictive processing accounts, according to which the brain promotes adaptive behavior by minimization of 
prediction errors (for a notable book-length discussion, see Hohwy, 2013). In contrast, the high road approach involves the normative per-
spective, starting with first principles concerning the necessary conditions for organisms to maintain their existence, which in this case in-
volves minimization of free energy. For the present purposes, introducing the framework from the high-road perspective seems preferable 
as it will enable us to more perspicuously think about the function of the mind as a whole.

15	 An anonymous reviewer for this journal has rightly suggested that the claim in this section —that the framework based on the FEP pro-
vides a coherent way to conceptualize the mind as a whole— can be connected to the work of Julian Kiverstein and Matt Sims (2021). 
They argue that FEP can offer a “mark of the cognitive”, providing criteria to distinguish organisms whose behavior can be explained in 
cognitive, rather than non-cognitive, terms. While this connection is interesting and warrants further exploration, it lies beyond the scope 
of this paper. Our focus here is on whether Marrian analysis can be applied to the mind as a whole, rather than on distinguishing organ-
isms by attributing cognitive processes. 
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as embodying a model of its relations with the environment it is embedded in. This leads us to the idea of a Markov 
blanket which determines the boundaries between self-organizing systems and their surrounding environment. 

According to the FEP, Markov blankets determine the identity of a self-organizing system. A Markov blanket is a statis-
tical construct originally introduced to capture efficient and qualitative forms of probabilistic inference (Pearl, 1988). 
The goal was to capture relevance and dependency relations among variables via probabilistic graphical models. In gen-
eral, this is accomplished by identifying the set of variables that constitute the Markov blanket of the target variable. 
The Markov blanket includes the parents (direct causes) of the target variable, the children (direct effects) of the target 
variable, and any other variables that are probabilistically connected to the target variable, while excluding the condi-
tionally independent variables (i.e. those that do not enable inferring the target variable), and thus ensuring that all rel-
evant information and dependencies are captured. 

In the context of FEP, Markov blankets are used to formalize the partitioning of a self-organizing system into its inter-
nal, external (environmental), and the boundary or blanket states that separate them (see, e.g. Hipólito et al., 2021). 
The idea is that the internal states are separated, i.e. conditionally independent from the external states given the 
boundary states. The boundary states are further divided into sensory and active states. The relation of dependence is 
such that external states can influence sensory states that further cause changes in internal states. In contrast, the inter-
nal states can cause changes in active states that in turn cause changes in the external states.16 

These relations form the core of the active inference framework. Sensory states represent perceptual processes that affect 
an organism’s internal states, while active states play the role of actions that unidirectionally stem from internal states 
and cause changes in the external state. Together, the functioning of sensory and active states form causal perception-
action loops that enable the organism and its internal states to efficiently adapt to the continuously changing environ-
ment and in this way to minimize surprisal. To adapt to the external environment an organism needs to be able to de-
tect the external states and accordingly adjust its internal states or adjust the external states to make them conducive to 
its well-being. Adjusting internal states is called perceptual inference, while adjusting external states via action is called 
active inference. 

Given the existence of a Markov blanket, surprisal can be minimized only indirectly, via the influence of sensory and 
active states because only through them can the internal and external states exchange energy, matter, and information 
(Hipólito et al., 2021). In probabilistic terms, this means that the organism faces the problem of determining the poste-
rior probability of external states given its blanket states. Formally, problems of this type are solved by employing Bayes-
ian inference. To implement computational procedures that produce results approximating Bayesian inference, it has to 
be supposed that the brain (implicitly) embodies a generative model of how the external states causally affect its sensory 
states.17 

The role of generative models is to represent the generative processes, that is, the causal structure of the external states 
and how they affect sensory states. In formal terms, a generative model is a joint probability distribution of two vari-
ables:

16	 It should be noted that biological systems at different levels of spatiotemporal organization can be construed as having a Markov blanket 
(Hipólito et al., 2021). For instance, the membrane of a cell can be conceived as a boundary of the cell’s Markov blanket, without which 
the cell would dissipate and fall out of existence. Similarly, in the brain neurons can be understood as entities with Markov blankets, but 
also populations of neurons, whole brains, and entire organisms. Given this flexibility about which entities can be construed as having 
Markov blankets, and therefore fall under the purview of active inference, some have criticized the whole framework as not being suffi-
ciently restrictive about delineating cognitive systems (for discussion, see Bruineberg et al., 2022). I will not delve into the ontological dis-
putes of the active inference framework. For my purposes, it is sufficient to think of Markov blankets as characterizing entire organisms 
and the neurobiological processes that underpin the relevant mental capacities.

17	 It should be added that the debate is still ongoing whether the discourse about generative models and probabilistic Bayesian beliefs should 
be understood in realist or instrumentalist terms (for discussion, see Kirchhoff et  al., 2022; Kiverstein & Sims, 2021; Ramstead et  al., 
2020). As this does not directly affect the discussion in the paper, I will remain neutral about this issue.
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					     P(h, s) = P(s | h) * P(h)	 (2)

Here, h is a variable of the internal model that represents a hypothesis about how sensory data s are generated by exter-
nal processes. The generative model can be decomposed into the prior probability of h and the likelihood that s would 
be observed under the hypothesis h. Prior probabilities and likelihoods are often called beliefs that the brain has about 
the external generative processes.18 Given this generative model, the activities of the brain can be cast as implicitly en-
gaging in inferential processes that compute the posterior probability of the hypothesis via Bayes theorem:

					     P(h | s) = (P(s | h) * P(h)) / P(s)	 (3)

Importantly for our context, it should be noted that performing Bayesian inference involves maximizing model fit with 
the available evidence or data. Moreover, maximizing model fit (i.e. P(s)) is equivalent to minimizing surprisal of the 
model (i.e. –log P(s)). From this follows that Bayesian inference is equivalent to information processing that minimizes 
surprisal of s (see Parr et al., 2022, pp. 18-19).

The surprisal of the brain’s sensory states can be minimized by Bayesian inference (or alternatively, its model evidence 
can be maximized) in two ways. The first is by performing perceptual inference where surprisal is minimized by sen-
sory states. For instance, a person’s generative model may ground an expectation (i.e. a prior belief) that a glass of water 
is on the table, but the incoming sensory data do not confirm this expectation. To reduce this surprisal, the person can 
update their generative model that the glass is not on the table. Alternatively, active states can reduce surprisal. For in-
stance, the person could reduce surprisal by putting the glass of water on the table and thus changing the world instead 
of their sensory states.

However, estimating surprisal and minimizing it by Bayesian inference is often computationally intractable (see Parr 
et al., 2022, p. 27). Surprisal depends on marginal probabilities of evidence and the more complex generative models 
get, the more variables need to be marginalized out to calculate the probability of evidence, which makes Bayesian infer-
ence intractable. This problem can be solved by using variational procedures that approximate optimal Bayesian infer-
ence. This is where free energy minimization becomes relevant.

According to FEP, the quantity that organisms actually minimize is variational free energy. In information theory, free 
energy provides an upper bound to an event’s surprisal. Given that free energy is more feasible to estimate than sur-
prisal, the basic claim of the active inference framework is that organisms minimize state uncertainty (i.e. their sur-
prisal) by minimizing variational free energy. Formally, this means that posterior beliefs are replaced by a distribution 
that approximates them, called approximation posterior Q, while log probability of evidence is replaced by variational 
free energy F. Thus, optimal Bayesian inference is formulated as minimization of variational free energy F. Free energy 
is a functional F[Q, s] that takes as arguments approximate posterior Q and sensory signals s (that represent available ev-
idence for the generative model). There are several equivalent mathematical formulations of the free energy minimiza-
tion principle (see Parr et al., 2022, pp. 28-30). We will focus on the one that makes clear how minimizing free energy 
approximates minimization of surprisal:

					     F[Q(h), s] = DKL[Q(h) || P(h|s)] − log P(s)		  (4)

The first term is the Kullback-Leibler (KL) divergence between the approximate posterior distribution Q of a hypoth-
esis h and the true posterior probability of the hypothesis given the sensory input (i.e. P(h|s)). The KL divergence meas-

18	 This talk about “beliefs” should not be confused with beliefs as personal level states (see Dewhurst, 2017). Here, “beliefs” denote probability 
distributions that compose the generative models, and as such are typically taken to characterize the brain’s subpersonal states and processes.
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ures how different these two distributions are from each other. Minimizing this term means making Q(h) as similar as 
possible to the true posterior P(h|s). Minimization of KL is usually construed as involving perceptual inference. If per-
ceptual inference reduces the KL divergence to zero, free energy would be equal to surprisal (i.e. −log P(s)). The second 
term in the equation is the already familiar negative log probability of sensory evidence s that measures the surprisal of 
model evidence, i.e. how well the model’s predictions match the observed data. Minimizing this term means maximiz-
ing the likelihood of the observed data given the model’s predictions. This can be directly achieved only via active infer-
ence, i.e. by preforming actions that affect which sensory evidence is available to the agent. In a nutshell, given that free 
energy F is an upper bound to surprisal, equation (4) shows that by minimizing the divergence between the approxi-
mate posterior Q(h) and the true posterior P(h|s) (via perceptual or active inference), the free energy of a generative 
model gets constantly closer to its surprisal (i.e. −log P(s)). 

In summary, according to the active inference framework, action and perception present two sides of the same coin, 
whose ultimate function is to minimize free energy of a generative model. In more familiar philosophical terminology, 
perceptual inference exemplifies a mind-to-world direction of fit (i.e., the brain adjusts its internal models to match the 
external reality it perceives), while active inference can be associated with a world-to-mind direction of fit (i.e., by initi-
ating action that brings the environment in line with brain’s internal expectations). With these considerations in view, 
in the next subsection, we turn to the task of explaining how within this framework Marr’s levels of analysis can be 
fruitfully used to analyze the mind as a whole.

5.2.  marr’s levels of analysis and the active inference framework 

5.2.1.  The computational level

At the computational level, the FEP provides a general view according to which the function of the mind is minimiza-
tion of free energy. Indeed, at the most general level, FEP is typically understood as a normative framework that cap-
tures “what living organisms must do to face their fundamental existential challenges (minimize their free energy) and 
why (to vicariously minimize the surprise of their sensory observations)” (Parr et al., 2022, p. 8, emphasis in the original 
text). For organisms to survive and remain in homeostatic states they need to minimize surprisal, which is accomplished 
by minimizing free energy. The crucial component for achieving this is the supposition that the organisms’ brains pos-
sess a “generative model that describes the problem the brain is trying to solve” (Parr et al., 2022, p. 105, emphasis in the 
original text). Once this model is identified, by performing active inference the researcher can derive predictions about 
the behaviors, inferences, and associated neural dynamics, and compare the model with the attained data.

By providing a comprehensive and unified perspective on the mind, the FEP also offers conceptual tools to contemplate 
the connections between personal and subpersonal levels. As mentioned before, the FEP casts perceptual, cognitive, and 
behavioral abilities as different ways of accomplishing the same thing, namely minimizing free energy. In this regard, 
higher-level mental states and processes (including beliefs, desires, intentions, etc.) can be construed as different aspects 
of ways in which organisms perceive, act, and maintain homeostasis by minimizing free energy (Friston et al., 2017). 
Moreover, applying the FEP to the mind as a whole suggests a deep continuity between personal and subpersonal levels. 
By framing higher-level mental states as manifestations of the same fundamental drive to minimize free energy, the FEP 
suggests that our conscious experiences, and other mental states as captured by folk-psychology, emerge from the very 
same principles that govern subpersonal processes (Smith, Ramstead, et  al., 2022). Thus, the active inference frame-
work, in a sense, blurs the categorical distinction between personal and subpersonal levels by portraying them as distinct 
means of accomplishing the same computational tasks that enable organisms to survive and maintain homeostasis.19

19	 In the next section, I provide further considerations on how active inference can be employed to elucidate the relationship between the 
personal and subpersonal levels.
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5.2.2.  The algorithmic level

At the algorithmic level of analysis, this framework provides insight by offering process level theories of cognitive phe-
nomena (Friston et al., 2017). Process theories encompass explanatory frameworks that describe more abstract mecha-
nistic components underlying belief updating in the brain, as well as its broader impact on an organism’s interactions 
with the environment (see Parr et al., 2022, p. viii). The development of process-level theories involves elaborating on 
the specifics of a generative model that is designed to capture the cognitive or behavioral ability under investigation. 
This is achieved by considering several factors (see Parr et al., 2022, pp. 106-113): 

1.	 Markov blanket: firstly, we need to decide which system we are modelling. This is done by determining the Markov 
blanket of the system under investigation, including the determination of the internal, external, and the interfacing 
blanket states. For instance, the system might be the organism as a whole, but also its parts, such as the brain, brain 
parts, or other bodily or extra body regulatory systems that might be construed as performing inferences by mini-
mizing free energy (see, e.g. Hipólito et al., 2021; Parr et al., 2022, p. 109).

2.	 Representational primitives: secondly, we need to choose the form of the generative model. This includes decid-
ing on the appropriate type of variables, parameters, and the depth of the spatio-temporal hierarchy over which in-
ferences and learning are defined. For instance, modelling perceptual processes that involve luminance contrasts 
would involve continuous variables, while modelling processes underlying object recognition would involve cate-
gorical variables. ​

3.	 Components of the generative model. Thirdly, we need to decide which parts of the model are fixed and which 
need to be learned. This includes determining the changeable parts of the model that are determined by the data, 
and priors that may be supplied by the researcher. Moreover, depending on the type of learning we are modelling, 
there will be a distinction between variables whose values are updated on faster timescales (e.g. perception of basic 
visual features of an object), and parameters whose values are updated on slower timescales (e.g. perception and rec-
ognition of whole objects). ​

4.	 Components of the generative process: finally, we need to determine the components of the generative process that 
the brain/mind is trying to infer based on its generative model, and how the generative process relates or is different 
from the elements composing the generative model.

By considering these factors we can formulate algorithmic theories of different cognitive capacities. 

For instance, let us consider human decision-making abilities that enable choosing among the available options. Our 
Markov blanket of a person whose capacities we are modelling will determine the internal and external states, and their 
boundaries. Decision-making capacities and behavioral tasks that are used to elicit them are often modeled by partially 
observable Markov decision processes (POMDP) (see Smith, Friston, et al., 2022). The structure of POMDP presup-
poses discrete time steps and state variables. Consequently, such models entail that beliefs composing generative models 
will be represented with categorical variables and parameters. Given such POMDP, they will involve beliefs about ob-
servational outcomes, states, actions, and policies. Moreover, depending on the behavioral task being modeled, a genera-
tive model can involve different hierarchies of beliefs whose function is to successfully predict sensory observations and 
enjoy actions that produce preferred outcomes.20

20	 It is worth noting that process theories of perceptual and active inference are often based on the predictive coding schemes that involve 
continuous variables and are thought to provide a biologically plausible account of how the brain implements the FEP (see, e.g. Buckley 
et al., 2017, p. 58). According to predictive coding, perception, learning, and action involve models that minimize prediction errors. More-
over, predictive coding serves as the foundation for the development of more comprehensive predictive processing theories of the mind/
brain (Clark, 2016; Hohwy, 2013). In this regard, some consider predictive coding as more than a mere process theory that also offers a 
computational-level explanation of the brain (Sprevak & Smith, 2023). For more on the relation between predictive processing accounts 
and the active inference framework, see Hohwy (2013, chs. 2 and 4) and Sprevak and Smith (2023).
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5.2.3.  The level of implementation 

At the implementational level, active inference allows for studying the brain at different levels of granularity. At the 
level of brain mechanisms, the active inference framework accounts for many predictive loops that characterize differ-
ent brain systems and its general capacity for regulating internal processes and external environments (see Pezzulo et al., 
2022). From a finer-grained perspective, specific components of generative models underlying perceptual and active in-
ferences are related with specific types of neuron populations and different aspects of neural functioning (for a recent 
experimental study, see Isomura et al., 2023). For instance, studies of the implementations of priors and likelihoods of 
hierarchical perceptual models typically associate them with the functioning of deep and superficial pyramidal neurons, 
while learning and active inference are typically associated with the activity of dopaminergic neurons (for a short over-
view and references, see Smith, Friston, et al., 2022, section 5).

In summary, according to the active inference framework, perception, learning, and action are conceptualized as dis-
tinct abilities that optimize the same function: the minimization of surprisal by reducing free energy. The generality of 
the active inference framework allows us to speculate about the holistic function of the mind and its implementation 
within various neural and bodily processes. Crucially, the generality of the framework also allows us to appreciate the 
value and feasibility of employing Marr’s levels of analysis to comprehensively study the mind.

6.  Limits of active inference and the Marrian paradigm

The active inference framework is very ambitious, with its proponents holding very optimistic views regarding its ex-
planatory capabilities. To appropriate a quote from Jakob Hohwy, we might say that this framework purports to

[G]iv[e] the organizing principle for brain function as such. It should then encompass and illu-
minate all aspects of perception and action, including aspects that cognitive science and philoso-
phy of mind view as problematic or poorly understood. (Hohwy, 2013, p. 101)

Naturally, due to its broad ambitions, various facets of the framework have been criticized (see, e.g. Bruineberg et al., 
2022; Colombo & Wright, 2017, 2018). In this regard, those who are skeptical of the scope or general plausibility of 
the framework might question its implications for our discussion of Marr’s levels of analysis. In what follows, I explain 
why I think this skepticism does not significantly impact the direction of the present discussion.21

The criticisms span a spectrum, with two extremes concerning the generality and empirical adequacy of the framework. 
On one end, the FEP is often presented as a mathematical principle intended to provide an a priori account of formal 
conditions for modelling self-organizing systems (see Andrews, 2021). When FEP is understood in this way, it is not 
empirically falsifiable. Moreover, under this interpretation, applying Marr’s levels of analysis would need to be recon-
sidered, because if the FEP lacked empirical constraints for examining mental processes, it would fail to meet the condi-
tions required for analysis at Marr’s algorithmic and implementational levels.

However, as discussed in the previous section, even though FEP can be understood as providing a high-level, compu-
tational task analysis applicable to all self-organizing agents, its empirical value lies in guiding the development of pro-
cess theories that aim to model mechanisms, or at least provide sketches of mechanisms underlying various cognitive 
abilities. This is achieved by constructing generative models with different types of variables and parameters that can be 

21	 Thanks to an anonymous reviewer for prompting me to address more explicitly the role of active inference in examining the scope of 
Marr’s levels of analysis.
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used to test and account for the available cognitive and behavioral data. However, understanding FEP and active infer-
ence in more substantial terms leads to another set of concerns.

When active inference and FEP are understood as offering an empirical theory of biological self-organization or mind/
brain function, concerns can be raised about its empirical adequacy. For instance, Matteo Colombo and Cory Wright 
(2017) argue that mental processes involving reward and motivation, which are underpinned by dopaminergic neuro-
transmitters, are better explained through a pluralistic approach that incorporates diverse theories rather than relying 
on a single unifying framework. In this view, FEP-based theories that interpret cognitive mechanisms as involving the 
minimization of free energy risk oversimplification, by blurring important distinctions across different biological sys-
tems, and making it difficult to validate specific mechanisms underlying adaptive behavior.

Such criticisms of the active inference framework, while important, are less relevant to the present discussion. Our fo-
cus is on whether Marr’s levels of analysis can serve as a framework for understanding the mind as a whole. The purpose 
of using the FEP and active inference as a theory of the mind/brain is to illustrate (1) what a scientifically influential ac-
count of the mind as a whole might look like, and (2) how such an account can be meaningfully analyzed from a Mar-
rian perspective. Admittedly, active inference may not ultimately provide a sufficiently adequate account to explain all 
cognitive phenomena and every aspect of brain function. However, considering such a general account of cognitive/
brain function allows us to explore in a straightforward way what would be required to view the mind as a regulator of 
cognitive agents and to apply Marr’s levels of analysis to the mind understood in this way. Given these considerations, 
I maintain that Bermúdez has not provided sufficient grounds for thinking that the Marrian framework cannot be ap-
plied to the mind as a whole.

6.1.  Revisiting the interface problem within active inference 

Nonetheless, it might still appear that the initial problem Bermúdez pointed out has not been resolved. Recall that Ber-
múdez (2005, ch. 2) discusses the limitations of the Marrian levels of analysis within the context of the interface prob-
lem, i.e. the problem of explaining the relation between the personal and different levels of subpersonal explanations. It 
might still be unclear how Marr’s levels of analysis and the active inference framework can be used to address the inter-
face problem. I maintain that expanding upon the previous analysis of the active inference framework through the lens 
of Marr’s levels should dispel such worries.

The personal level, as it is standardly construed, involves thinking about the mind through the lenses of our folk-psycho-
logical abilities. At that level, we are discussing agents that possess beliefs, desires, different forms of consciousness, person-
ality traits, and perform actions within their environments (see, e.g. Chappell, 2023; Westfall, 2022). The subpersonal lev-
els are typically construed as, among other things, providing vertical explanations, i.e. explanations about how the personal 
level abilities are constituted by cognitive capacities as they are studied in psychology and cognitive (neuro)science (see, e.g. 
Drayson, 2012). Given this standard view, it is easy to see how to apply Marrian levels of analysis to think about the rela-
tion between the personal and the subpersonal. Personal level is that at which we detect higher-order psychological abilities 
that enable agents to act in their environments. This level is, thus, appropriately captured by Marr’s computational analy-
sis, which addresses questions about the function a psychological capacity performs. Given that subpersonal levels, among 
other things, provide vertical explanations of how personal level abilities are formed and constituted, this level can be ana-
lyzed in terms of algorithms and physical implementations. Of course, the feasibility of connecting personal and subper-
sonal levels via Marr’s analysis requires the ability to computationally analyze the personal level. However, the viability of 
accomplishing this was demonstrated by leveraging the active inference framework. This framework posits that the mind 
operates by minimizing free energy and additionally provides a clear view on how the mind can be investigated from algo-
rithmic and implementational standpoints (see also Sprevak & Smith, 2023).

A further concern might be that the active inference framework cannot provide an adequate account of personal 
level states and processes. Specifically, some worry that active inference cannot capture the standard roles that co-
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native states, such as desires, play in explaining action and other cognitive phenomena (see, e.g. Klein, 2018; Ju-
rjako, 2022). Indeed, in active inference, action is cast in terms of prior beliefs about policies and preferred out-
comes of behaviors. Given this, the equations of active inference eschew mentioning of rewards, desires, and goals, 
and explain action in terms of prior beliefs (see, e.g. Hohwy, 2013, p.  89; Parr et  al., 2022, p.  84; Smith, Ram-
stead, et al., 2022). Thus, the general worry is that by casting cognition in terms of free energy minimization and 
Bayesian beliefs, the framework lacks the resources for capturing mental phenomena that involve purely motiva-
tional or conative states as they are standardly understood in folk-psychological accounts of agency (for discus-
sion, see Clark, 2020). 

However, to think this would involve a confusion between the mathematical description of cognitive processes offered 
by active inference and a (folk-)psychological description of the same processes. The fact that the FEP equations do not 
employ terms mentioning desires, preferences or goals, does not mean that they do not refer to functional roles that at 
the personal level we associate with desires, preferences or goals. As compellingly shown by Ryan Smith and colleagues 
(2022, p. 8), once we properly distinguish the mathematical level of description from the psychological interpretations 
of the relevant equations, it should become clear how active inference is compatible and even illuminates some aspects 
of motivational personal states and processes. To show this, consider how decision-making is typically modeled within 
the active inference framework.

Active inference models decision-making and planning in terms of minimization of expected free energy, usually de-
noted by G. This is because variational free energy F (see above Equation 4) depends on past and present sensory obser-
vations, while to model full-blown decision-making and planning we must also consider future states and observations 
that actions will produce. Here, decision-making and subsequent actions are understood as processes of inferring the 
optimal policy that satisfy prior beliefs (e.g. Smith, Friston, et al., 2022). In the context of future-oriented actions, prior 
beliefs will additionally encompass beliefs about the preferred states and outcomes, determined by an organism’s phe-
notype or preferences. In this regard, expected free energy minimization will involve generative models based on which 
inferences about optimal policies will be performed. Accordingly, action selection is understood as an inference about 
which behaviors and policies will produce Bayesian beliefs about states of the world that the organism prefers to observe 
via its sensorium. 

Similarly to variational formulations, expected free energy can also be expressed in several equivalent ways. A structur-
ally analogous equation to (4), goes as follows (the equation is adopted from Parr et al., 2022, pp. 33, 72):

			 
G(π )=−E

Q h ,s π( ) DKL Q h s ,π( ) Q h π( )⎡
⎣

⎤
⎦

⎡
⎣⎢

⎤
⎦⎥

Information gain
  

−EQ s π( ) log P s C( )⎡⎣ ⎤⎦
Pragmatic value

   	 (5)

Here π denotes a policy, i.e. a sequence of actions an agent can choose. s̃ denotes a sequence of sensory observations that 
is received by an agent over time, while C denotes a set of parameters that encode the agent’s preferences about various 
possible outcomes. h̃ denotes a sequence of hypothesized external states that evolve over time and produce or will pro-
duce the sequence of observations. In the first term, EQ(h̃ ,s̃ |π) indicates the expected value of a distribution, where the dis-
tribution Q(h̃, s̃|π) is used for evaluating the value of the distribution DKL[Q(h|˜ s̃,π)||Q(h̃|π)], while in the second term, 
EQ(s̃ |π) indicates the expected value of a distribution Q(c|π) that is used for evaluating P(s̃|C), i.e. how expected are obser-
vations s̃ given a set of preferences C. As before Q denotes a probability distribution that approximates the true poste-
rior probability. The first term measures the expected, i.e. weighted average of the Kulback-Leibler difference between 
the agent’s beliefs about external states given the observed sensory data and the policy (Q(h|˜ s̃,π)) and the beliefs about 
external states only given the policy (Q( h̃|π)). Minimizing this term encourages the agent to bring its beliefs about ex-
ternal (hypothesized) states in line with the expected external states under the chosen policy. Importantly for our dis-
cussion is that the functional role captured by the first term can be associated with commonsensically construed belief-
like states whose role is to represent the states of the environment. 
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In contrast, the second term EQ(s̃ |π) [log P(s̃|C)] represents the expected likelihood of observing sensory data (s̃) given a 
set of preferences (C). Minimizing this term encourages the agent to perform actions that will produce expected obser-
vations s̃. Accordingly, this term can be associated with desire-like states whose role is to bring about external states that 
would produce preferred observational outcomes (see Parr et al., 2022, pp. 73-74; Smith, Ramstead, et al., 2022, p. 81). 
This provides the sense in which (prior) beliefs in the active inference framework, besides personal cognitive states, can 
also represent notions that refer to goal states, such as ends, values, desires, wants, and so on. Crucially, prior beliefs do 
not eliminate these motivational states; instead, they encode them through their distinct functional roles in perceptual 
and active inferences. Thus, despite these states being called beliefs, depending on their role in the relevant equations, 
they can be thought of as implementing personal level beliefs, desires or other psychological states, traits, and associated 
processes (for other examples and illuminating discussion, see Smith, Ramstead, et al., 2022). 

To further illustrate how such equations can be used to model higher-level psychological abilities, we can consider that 
equation (5) can be interpreted as giving a free energy formulation of the exploration and exploitation trade-off. The 
exploration-exploitation trade-off refers to the balance that must be struck when making every-day decisions between 
exploring new options and exploiting known ones to maximize rewards or values of outcomes. For example, when 
choosing a restaurant for dinner, exploring a new one might be a risky choice, but potentially leading to a great new cu-
linary experience. On the other hand, sticking to familiar restaurants typically guarantees a consistently good meal. 

In terms of equation (5), this aspect of decision-making can be understood as follows. The left term is often called in-
formation gain. It determines the explorative behavior, i.e. how much the organism will seek out new information to 
resolve uncertainty (i.e. reduce surprisal) about state variables. In our example, this involves determining how much a 
person would be prepared to try out a new restaurant to learn something new (i.e. what the culinary experience would 
be like). In this regard, the probability distributions in the left term could also be considered as encoding epistemic cu-
riosity, as it determines the preparedness of an agent to resolve uncertainty about some situation regardless of its cur-
rent pragmatic value. The right term is called pragmatic value since its probability distributions and parameters deter-
mine what kind of observations an organism expects to receive. Thus, it can be understood as encoding different types 
of goals, including folk-psychological constructs such as different types of conative states (see Parr et al., 2022, pp. 73-
74; Smith, Ramstead, et al., 2022, p. 81). In general, agents can minimize their expected free energy by adopting explor-
atory behaviors, driven by relatively higher values of information gain thereby satisfying their epistemic needs for resolv-
ing uncertainty about some states of affairs. Alternatively, they have the option to engage in more exploitative actions, 
guided by increased pragmatic values that encode preferences for achieving desired outcomes.

These considerations, arguably, indicate that the active inference framework has resources to capture cognitive states, pro-
cesses, and abilities as they are construed in folk-psychological explanations. This also suggests that active inference can of-
fer a robust framework for understanding cognitive processes at the personal level and that viewing it from the prism of 
Marr’s levels of analysis can further illuminate the relationship between personal and subpersonal levels of explanation.

7.  Conclusion

In this paper, I have explored whether Marr’s levels of analysis can be used as a general framework for understanding 
and explaining cognitive phenomena. In a discussion of this issue that has received insufficient attention, Bermúdez ar-
gues that many psychological capacities lack algorithmically implementable functions, limiting the utility of Marr’s lev-
els of analysis. Moreover, he argues that even if particular non-modular capacities could be analyzed through Marr’s 
levels, this approach cannot be applied to the mind as a whole. To counter these arguments, I offered an example from 
cognitive science showing how non-modular capacities can be clarified through Marr’s levels and drew on the active in-
ference framework, which posits that the primary function of cognition is to minimize free energy. This framework 
enabled me to articulate the general function of the mind and consider how it can be algorithmically implemented by 
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physical processes. I conclude that Bermúdez has not offered principled reasons for thinking that Marr’s levels of analy-
sis cannot be used for understanding the mind as a whole.
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It has been an honor and a pleasure to write the responses collected together in this long paper – as indeed it was to at-
tend the XXX Inter-University Workshop on Philosophy and Cognitive Science in 2023, from which many of the tar-
get papers are derived. The contributors to this special issue of Theoria have without exception produced thought-pro-
voking and incisive discussions of my work in a number of different areas. Rather than respond to each of the papers 
individually, I decided to organize my responses thematically, as reflected in the section titles below:

§1	 Symmetry, privacy and “I”-thoughts: A reply to Valente and Verdejo (p. 284-295)

§2	 ‘Naturalized sense data’ revisited: A reply to Brown (p. 296-301)

§3	 Elusiveness and the phenomenology of the self: A reply to Gallagher and Serrahima (p. 301-310)

§4	 Inner speech and intentional ascent: A reply to Bernués and Jorba (p. 310-316)

§5	 Preferences, frames, and reasons: A reply to Dohrn and Fisher (p. 316-329)

§6	� Active inference, the free energy principle, and Marr’s tri-level hypothesis: A reply to Jur-
jako (p. 330-335)

Each of the sections is self-contained, and so nothing further is required by way of introduction, except to thank the editors of 
the special issue, Victor Verdejo and Matheus Valente for gathering together and editing such a wonderful set of papers.

1.  Symmetry, privacy, and “I”-thoughts: A reply to Valente and Verdejo

In their contributions to this volume (Valente 2026; Verdejo 2026), Matheus Valente and Victor Verdejo offer 
thoughtful and challenging discussions of a cluster of issues centered on the (putative) shareability of “I”-thoughts. 
Their papers complement each other nicely. Valente is an opponent of shareability and offers an interesting and origi-
nal defense of his view, arguing, first, that private “I”-thoughts can be perfectly objective and, second, that “I”-thoughts 
have to be private if they are to fulfil the role they are widely held to play in explaining and predicting intentional ac-
tions. Verdejo, in contrast, is supportive of the general idea behind what I term the Symmetry Constraint (which is that 
it must be possible for token- utterances of “I” and “you”, in an appropriate context, to express the same thought). His 
paper offers, among other wide-ranging contributions, a new way of accommodating symmetry and shareability.

This reply to Valente and Verdejo begins with a review of Frege’s brief but influential discussion of these matters in 
‘Der Gedanke’ (‘The thought’), which has set the frame for subsequent discussions. In §1.2, I sketch out the account 
of “I”-thoughts that I developed in Understanding ‘I”: Language and Thought (Bermúdez, 2017b), building on ear-
lier papers (Bermúdez, 2005a, 2011b), since this account is the target of the two (friendly) discussions. Valente’s paper 
is the topic of §§1.3 and 1.4. In §1.3 I consider Valente’s analysis of the (putative) objectivity of private “I”-thoughts, 
while §1.4 evaluates his ingenious argument from the requirements of psychological explanation to the privacy of “I”-
thoughts. The last section, §1.5, considers Verdejo’s account of how the Symmetry Constraint is met, which includes 
fruitful discussions of different levels of analysis for “I”-thoughts and the need to move beyond token-reflexive rules for 
fixing first-person reference.

1.1.  The background in Frege

Frege’s discussion of the first-person pronoun “I” in ‘Der Gedanke’ (‘The thought’) set the agenda for subsequent dis-
cussion. His compact discussion raises, inter alia, two important questions. One has to do with understanding. Frege 
asks, in effect, whether someone else can understand the thought that I express using “I”? This question about under-
standing is independent of the second question that he raises, which is about thought-identity. Here Frege asks whether 
someone else can think the same thought that I express using “I”.
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It is perfectly possible to think that, although nobody else can think the thought that I express using “I”, there is no ob-
stacle to someone else understanding that thought. Plainly, if that view is correct, understanding a thought does not re-
quire that one think it, or even be capable of thinking it. As will be discussed further below, this is a popular view. It is 
not clear that it is Frege’s view, although his discussion is not terribly easy to follow.

Frege begins as follows:

Consider the following case. Dr Gustav Lauben says. ‘I was wounded’, Leo Peter hears this and 
remarks some days later, ‘Dr Gustav Lauben was wounded’. Does this sentence express the same 
thought as the one Dr Lauben uttered himself?

Suppose that Rudolph Lingens was present when Dr Lauben spoke and now hears what is re-
lated by Leo Peter. If the same thought was uttered by Dr Lauben and Leo Peter, then Rudolph 
Lingens, who is fully master of the language and remembers what Dr Lauben said in his presence, 
must now know at once from Leo Peter’s report that he is speaking of the same thing. (Frege, 
1918/1977, p. 11)

The discussion that immediately follows does not really touch upon Dr Lauben’s original utterance, focusing instead on 
the relation between what Leo Peter says and Rudolph Lingens hears. The upshot of that discussion is that, if the two 
men both think of Dr Lauben in the same way (as, e.g., the only doctor living in a house known to both of them), then 
they do both understand the thought in the same way. Frege immediately glosses “understanding” as “they associate the 
same thought with it”. Here at least it seems that the questions of thought-identity and understanding collapse into 
each other. But Frege does not at this point answer his original question about Dr Lauben and Leo Peter.

Frege then modulates into discussing proper names, offering a pithy formulation of his notion of sense in terms of the way 
in which the object being referred to is given or presented (die oder das durch ihn Bezeichnete gegeben ist), and expressing 
the desirability (presumably in an ideal language) of there being only one way of being given/mode of presentation/sense 
associated with each proper name. There then follow three sentences that have, so to speak, launched a thousand ships:

Now everyone is presented to himself in a special and primitive way, in which he is presented to 
no-one else. So, when Dr Lauben has the thought that he was wounded, he will probably be bas-
ing it on this primitive way in which he is presented to himself. And only Dr Lauben himself can 
grasp thoughts specified in this way. (Frege, 1918/1977, pp. 12-3)

This passage is generally taken to commit Frege to the existence of private senses – to the thesis that whenever anyone 
thinks about themselves they do so using a sense that is unique to them. It is worth pointing out though, some slippage 
in the passage that has not, to the best of my knowledge, been remarked upon. Frege says that Dr Lauben’s “I”- thought 
(to use a more modern turn of phrase) is probably based on (wahrscheinlich […] zugrunde legen), this primitive way in 
which he is given to himself. Frege’s official view, of course, is that a sense is part of a thought, not something on which 
a thought is based. And, while he plainly believes that every sense is a way of being given, there are surely ways of being 
given that are not senses. At no point in this passage (or, to the best of my knowledge, anywhere else) does Frege actu-
ally identify “the primitive way in which he is presented to himself” with the sense of “I”, or even say that it is a sense at 
all. It is true that he does speak of a thought that only he can grasp (den nur er allein fassen kann), but this seems too 
thin to describe as a theory of the sense of the first-person pronoun, or of self-conscious thought.

In any case, Frege acknowledges that private thoughts cannot be communicated and so successful communication re-
quires that “I” be expressed with a sense (Sinn) that others can understand —something along the lines, he suggests, of 
“he who is speaking to you now”. What is typically not remarked upon, however, is that Frege, in a fine example of ring 
composition, returns to the very question with which he began: “Yet, there is a doubt. Is it all the same thought which 
first that man expresses and then this one?” (Frege, 1918/1977, p. 13). He leaves the question hanging, and goes on to 
talk about the general differences between thoughts and ideas.
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It seems reasonable to conclude, therefore, that Frege is not here articulating a settled doctrine of how “I” works ei-
ther in thought or in language.1 But still, there are some significant take-aways for anyone wanting to tackle first-person 
thoughts from within a broadly Fregean perspective. The first is the importance of articulating the connection between 
the sense of a subsentential item such as “I” and what it is for a listener to understand a sentence in which it features. 
The second is the importance of articulating the connection between understanding a sentence and identifying the per-
son whom the sentence is about, which in this particular case is of course the referent of the indexical “I”. And finally, 
there is the question that runs through Frege’s discussion: Does my understanding what someone else says require me 
to think the very same thought that they are expressing?

In my book Understanding “I”: Language and Thought, I offered a Fregean account of first-person thought and first-
person language that works within these constraints. In §1.2 I will sketch out that account, before turning to the criti-
cisms offered by Matheus Valente and Victor Verdejo, in §1.3 and §1.4 respectively.

1.2.  The sense of “I”

Understanding “I”: Thought and Language (Bermúdez, 2017b, extending earlier discussions in Bermúdez, 2005a) devel-
ops a model of how language-users understand sentences involving the first-person pronoun “I”. The model is intended 
to illuminate the unique psychological role that self-conscious thoughts (typically expressed using “I”) play in action 
and cognition – a unique role often summarized by describing “I” as an essential indexical. As John Perry, David Lewis, 
and many others have argued, first-person thoughts (thoughts typically expressed through sentences involving “I”) have 
a unique and indispensable role in generating and explaining action. In Perry’s famous example, I might curse the shop-
per spilling sugar as much as I like, but it will not motivate me to look inside my cart until I realize that I myself am the 
careless shopper (Perry, 1979). Since, sentences using “I” express first-person thoughts, it seems reasonable to think that 
explaining how we understand the first-person pronoun is one way of explaining what first-person thoughts are and 
how they work.

Understanding “I” proposes an account of the sense of “I”, based on the guiding idea that a theory of sense is a theory 
of understanding (as opposed, for example, to giving an account of how reference is “fixed”), an interpretation of Frege 
most closely associated with Michael Dummett (1973, 1981). Frege’s notion of sense has been called upon to do many 
different jobs, but fundamental among these is the job of explaining linguistic understanding – in virtue of what do we 
understand a sentence, or (equivalently) grasp the thought that it expresses?2 As outlined in the previous section, Frege 
himself was very sensitive to the difficulties that arise when thinking about how sentences with indexicals such as “I” are 
understood.

Following Frege (particularly as read in the Anglo-Saxon tradition inspired by Dummett, Geach, McDowell, and oth-
ers), the best way to think about understanding is through the notion of truth. We understand a sentence insofar as we 
grasp its truth-condition, where that latter notion is in turn explained in terms of knowing what it would be to estab-
lish its truth-value —in other words, by knowledge of its truth-condition. That latter notion does not have to be under-
stood in the anti-realist manner favored by Dummett, who thinks that one cannot know what it would be to establish 
a sentence’s truth-value unless one can be (at least in principle) in a position to recognize its truth through some sort of 
effective procedure. Applying this general model to the matter in hand, our understanding of the constituent words of 

1	 For these reasons, therefore, I have become more skeptical than I used to be about attributing to Frege, as Dummett does (1981, p. 123), a 
distinction between the “I” of soliloquy and the “I” of communication.

2	 It should be emphasized that this is a question that any account of meaning, broadly construed, will have to answer. Direct reference the-
orists and possible worlds semanticists are not immune. And so, the account proposed in Understanding “I” was offered in a broadly ecu-
menical spirit. A broadly Fregean account of linguistic understanding is orthogonal to contemporary debates about the nature of reference 
or how to understand propositional attitude ascriptions.
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a sentence must be based in our understanding of what they contribute to determining the truth-condition of sentences 
in which they feature. And so, pari passu, the sense of the self-referential term “I” is given by our ability to determine the 
truth-condition of sentences that are appropriately self- referential.

As indicated in §1.1, Frege himself does not go much beyond suggestive remarks, and the best developed neo-Fregean 
account of the sense of “I” has been offered by Gareth Evans in The Varieties of Reference (Evans, 1982). Evans’s account 
is grounded on the basic principle that understanding referring expressions involves standing in, and being able to act 
directly upon, information-links to the referent of the expression. Applying this to the first person, Evans emphasizes in-
formation-sources that gives rise to judgments that are immune to error through misidentification relative to the first-per-
son pronoun, including:

—	introspection (information about occurrent thoughts and mental states)

—	somatic proprioception and kinesthesis (information derived from bodily awareness about limb position and bodily 
movement)

—	visual kinesthesis (visually derived information about movement and spatial relations to perceived objects)

—	autobiographical memory (information about one’s past derived from remembered episodes in one’s personal his-
tory)

Evans emphasizes two further aspects. In addition to the direct implications of “I”- thoughts for action (as in the thesis 
of essential indexicality), Evans’s self-location component makes mastery of “I” dependent upon subjects’ ability to lo-
cate themselves in an objective spatio-temporal world, integrating their egocentric path through the world with a cogni-
tive map that is perspective-free.

Evans himself defended the view typically attributed to Frege (but see §1.1 above), on which “I” has a private sense so 
that thoughts in which it features cannot be shared, arguing (unsuccessfully to my mind) that unshareable “I”-thoughts 
can nonetheless be objective. In contrast, I argue for what I term the Symmetry Constraint: An account of the sense of 
“I” must allow tokens of “I” to have the same sense as tokens of other personal pronouns such as “you” in appropriate 
contexts (Note: must allow; not requires). In certain contexts, not terribly unusual, the very same (token) thought can 
be expressed by me using “I” and by you using “you”. I motivated the Symmetry Constraint in three ways —(a) through 
considerations of same-saying (as emphasized by Mark Sainsbury in his work on indexicals and reported speech (1998); 
(b) logically, in terms of when speakers should be counted as contradicting each other; (c) on epistemological grounds, 
in order to allow paradigm instances of testimony to count as knowledge. The basic argument is that each of these im-
portant phenomena has as its core a set of basic cases in which content is shared. These are cases where, for example, (a) 
I can report what you say in a given context in a way that allows me to use “you” (or even “he”) to say the same thing 
that you said; (b) I use “you” to deny what you are saying using “I”, or (c) I can acquire from you directly knowledge of 
how I am from what you say about me.

Importantly, the Symmetry Constraint is formulated at the level of individual tokens in a specific context. Since, at a 
more general level, understanding how to use the first-person pronoun “I” is plainly a very different matter from under-
standing how to use the second person pronoun “you”. Accepting the Symmetry Constraint, therefore, requires us to 
distinguish (at least in the case of “I” and other indexical expressions, such as “now” and “here”) between two different 
types of understanding, and correlatively two different types of sense.

The token-sense of “I”: What a speaker or hearer understands when they utter or hear a token ut-
terance involving “I”.

The type-sense of “I”: That in virtue of which a speaker or hearer can properly be said to under-
stand the expression “I”.
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We need to make a distinction, in other words, between two types of understanding. The Symmetry Constraint applies 
only in specific contexts (when I, for example, directly addressing you, use a sentence with “you” to deny what you have 
said using “I”). Those are contexts where, I argue, your understanding of what is said and mine coincide. Whatever ac-
count we give of that type of understanding, however, it is quite plainly distinct from the understanding of “I” that is 
required for linguistic mastery of the first-person pronoun. This is the type-sense of "I", which is given by the token-re-
flexive rule that a token of "I" refers to the producer of that token. Token-sense, however, is more complicated. 

The Symmetry Constraint rules out explaining the token-sense of “I” in terms of sensitivity to the types of self-spec-
ifying information that Evans emphasizes. My proposal in Understanding “I” is that we think about the token-sense 
of “I” in terms of the third component in Evans’s account, namely, the thinker’s ability to think of herself as an object 
uniquely located in space and following a unique trajectory through space- time. Following Evans I think of this knowl-
edge as a practical capacity – the thinker’s practical capacity to situate herself within a cognitive map of the world, su-
perimposing her egocentric understanding of space upon a non-egocentric representation of how the environment is 
spatially configured. This way of thinking about token-sense dovetails nicely with the distinctive functional role of “I”-
thoughts, because connecting egocentric and objective space seems to be exactly what happens in the paradigm cases of 
essential indexicality. Moreover, it allows the Symmetry Constraint to be met, I argue, because those contexts in which 
“I” and “you” have the same sense are contexts in which you and I can plausibly be described as exercising the same loca-
tion ability.

*  *  *

This brief sketch of the Fregean background and the neo-Fregean view developed in Understanding “I” will hopefully 
frame Matheus Valente and Victor Verdejo’s rich and stimulating contributions to this special issue. To situate their 
views at a high level of abstraction, Valente (2026) takes issue with the Symmetry Constraint. He rejects my arguments 
in support of the shareability of “I”-thoughts, as well as my objections to Evans’s claim that unshareable “I”-thoughts 
can nonetheless be objective, before going on to offer a more general argument based on seemingly uncontroversial the-
ses about the role of propositional attitudes in psychological explanation that he takes to show that “I”-thoughts cannot 
in principle be shareable. I will discuss Valente’s thought-provoking arguments in the next two sections, §1.3 and §1.4. 
Verdejo (2026), in contrast, accepts a version of the shareability thesis (although not in the form sketched out above), 
but proposes to explain shareability at the level of reference, rather than at the level of sense. He offers an account of 
what he terms the self-type, namely, the type of thought expressible with first-person utterances, on which it is possi-
ble for thoughts of the relevant type to have as their subject someone distinct from the thinker of that thought. On this 
view, when I contradict, using “you”, what you said using “I”, my “you”-utterance is actually expressing a thought of the 
self-type. This ingenious and original argument will be discussed in the final section, §1.5.

1.3.  Symmetry and objectivity: Reply to Valente

Valente’s (2026) determined attack on the putative shareability of “I”–thoughts, both in general and in the specific 
form in which I defend it, has two components. In the first, which will be the topic of this section, Valente tries to un-
dercut one of the motivations for shareability by developing a line of thought that originates with Evans. One very gen-
eral reason for thinking that “I”-thoughts must be shareable is that this would seem to be required for them to be objec-
tive. This is a very natural thought for a Fregean to have, given Frege’s insistence on the importance of distinguishing 
thoughts, as objective, abstract entities, from the contents of individual consciousness. A sense that is necessarily private 
(the so-called “I” of soliloquy) would, the argument goes, amount to no more than a subjective idea – precisely the sort 
of thing from which Frege, in ‘Der Gedanke’ and elsewhere, is at such pains to distinguish genuine thoughts.

Valente agrees with Evans that objectivity does not require shareability. As he (Evans) puts it:
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What is absolutely fundamental to Frege’s philosophy of language is that thoughts should be ob-
jective – that the existence of a thought should be independent of its being thought by anyone, 
and hence that thoughts are to be distinguished from ideas or the contents of a particular con-
sciousness. When Frege stresses that thoughts can be grasped by several people, it is usually to 
emphasize that it is not like an idea.

A true thought was true before it was grasped by anyone. A thought does not have to be owned 
by anyone. The same thought can be grasped by several people.

His most extended treatment of the nature of thoughts – ‘The Thought’ – makes it clear that 
it is the inference from shareability to objectivity which is of paramount importance to Frege, 
rather than shareability itself. Since an unshareable thought can be perfectly objective – can exist 
and have a truth value independently of anyone’s entertaining it – there is no clash between what 
Frege says about ‘I’– thoughts and this, undeniably central, aspect of his philosophy.3 

Valente, to his credit, offers an argument to support the attempt to disassociate objectivity from shareability. He begins 
by considering the following timeless thought:

(1)	 MV thinks: (T2) I am tired at 1200 GMT on Sunday January 3, 2025

We are to suppose that MV grasps this thought for the first time at some point in February 2025, although he had for 
some time been aware that someone was tired at that point in time (and presumably point in space). What MV discov-
ers in February is that he himself is that very person whom he had all along known to be tired at noon on January 3, 
2025. Valente writes:

Intuitively, the truth which I discovered would have remained true, even if neither I nor anyone 
else had discovered it: after all, what else could it mean for something to be discovered in the first 
place. But Bermúdez must instead hold that my act of apprehending T2 for the first time is what 
brings T2 into existence, and so what determines its being a true thought as opposed to nothing 
at all. This seems to get things the wrong way around. More generally: if first-person thoughts are 
neither true nor false before apprehension, then in which sense could their truth amount to a dis-
covery? (Valente, 2026, p. 139)

Although talk of discovery in this context might seem somewhat to beg the question, it is hard to disagree with Va-
lente’s basic idea that he does discover something when he thinks T2 for the first time. But there are many ways of do-
ing justice to that thought without claiming that what he discovers is the content of T2, namely, the thought that it ex-
presses. In fact, it seems odd to talk about discovering thoughts at all. Surely, what one discovers in the normal case are 
facts, not thoughts —things about the world, not about how we think about the world. This is not peculiar to token-re-
flexive or indexical thoughts. When Pythagoras determined that the square of the hypotenuse is the sum of the squares 
of the other two sides of a right-angled triangle, he grasped a thought, but what he discovered was a fact about right-an-
gled triangles.

In the case under consideration, what MV discovers is the fact that he was the person who was tired at noon on Sun-
day, January 3. This is just an ordinary fact, that might equally well be reported with the sentence “MV is tired at 1200 
GMT on Sunday, January 3, 2025”. “I”-thoughts come into the picture, not as the things that are discovered, but rather 
as the specific way in which those things are discovered. To return to Perry’s famous example, when Perry discovers that 
he himself is the shopper spilling sugar, what he discovers is that Perry is the shopper spilling sugar. What is interest-
ing about the example, though, is how he discovers it. He discovers it by thinking an “I”-thought that immediately puts 

3	 Evans (1981, p. 313), quoting from Frege’s posthumous essay ‘My logical insights’.
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him in a position to act upon the discovery (namely, by looking in his shopping cart for the bag of sugar with a hole in 
it). There is certainly no need to assume that this requires the “I”-thought to exist prior to being thought, which is for-
tunate since, as suggested above, the identity of the thought depends upon the act of thinking.

The basic problem for the Evans/Valente argument, then, is that “I”-thoughts cannot exist without a thinker. There 
is nothing peculiar about “I”-thoughts here. Exactly the same argument goes for any thought that can only be ex-
pressed through a token- reflexive, such as “here”, “there”, “now”, “then”, “we”, “you”, and so on. To every token- re-
flexive thought there corresponds a non-token-reflexive thought, arrived at by replacing any token-reflexive expression 
with a non-token-reflexive expression. If one were to ask what a fact is, it would be reasonable to respond that a fact is a 
true thought. But there is not a distinct fact for every true thought. Facts are at the level of reference, not at the level of 
sense, and so thoughts stand in a many-one relation to facts.

In sum, non-token-reflexive thoughts can unproblematically be taken to exist independently of being thought, pre-
cisely because their identity is not fixed by the act of thinking. So too can the facts that correspond to token-reflexive 
thoughts. That these two things hold is most likely what gives the impression that token-reflexive thoughts can exist in-
dependently of being thought. But this impression must be resisted. As I pointed out in Understanding “I”, succumbing 
to it betrays a confusion between two superficially similar conditionals. The first, in which the quantifier has narrow 
scope, holds that, whenever there is an appropriately formed episode of thinking there is a content for that episode of 
thinking:

(*)	 There is an appropriately formed episode of token-reflexive thinking in context <a, t, l> ☐ 
→ ∃x [x is the content of that episode of thinking]

(*) is trivially true, because an episode of token-reflexive thinking is appropriately formed when and only when it has a 
content. But changing the scope of the quantifier from narrow to wide transforms a trivial truth into a substantial false-
hood. As I have tried to bring out, there are no good reasons to accept, and many good reasons to reject, (**)

(**)	 ∃x [There is an appropriately formed episode of token-reflexive thinking in context <a, t, 
l> ☐ → x is the content of that episode of thinking]

It would seem, therefore, that the prospects are limited for arguing that non-shareable “I”-thoughts can be objective. 
But perhaps so much the worse for objectivity, if Valente’s main argument against shareability is sound. So we should 
turn now to that argument.

1.4.  Valente’s Asymmetry Argument against shareability

Valente’s contribution to this volume contains a bold and striking argument that, if successful, rules out the possibility 
of shareable “I”-thoughts. This argument will be the topic of this section. Valente argues that the explanatory power of 
“I”-thoughts depends upon their being private. His argument rests, of course, on the thesis of essential indexicality —
namely that “I”-thoughts, and indexical thoughts more generally, have an indispensable role to play in psychological ex-
planation. This thesis has been challenged (most prominently in Cappelen and Dever, 2013), but since I both accept 
and have defended it (Bermúdez, 2017b, 2017c) this is common ground between us.

Valente’s argument requires a little bit of set-up. He develops the technical notion of a confidant. Two individuals are 
confidants in his sense iff:

(ii)	 they acknowledge each other as ideally rational agents,
(iii)	they have engaged in an idealized communicative exchange whereby they have mutually expressed all their atti-

tudes, with the result that:
(iv)	their post-communication attitudes are the result of updating on everything that they have learned from each other.
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Confidants in this sense have what Valente describes as maximally convergent attitudes. This extends to indexical atti-
tudes, which are maximally coordinated in the sense that, if A and B are two confidants, every attitude that A might ex-
press with “I” or any other indexical is matched by an attitude of B’s expressed with “you”, and vice versa (pari passu for 
other indexicals).

It is important to note that indexical attitudes can be maximally coordinated without being identical. That is to say, al-
lowing for the possibility of maximally coordinated indexicals is compatible with both symmetry and privacy. Valente’s 
argument, in brief, is that maximally coordinated indexical attitudes can only play the explanatory role required by es-
sential indexicality if they are private. Shared indexical attitudes would not be able to accommodate the fact that two 
confidants with maximally coordinated indexical attitudes can behave differently in a given situation. Here is how the 
Asymmetry Argument goes.

(1)	 Ideally rational agents cannot have all the same attitudes if they have distinct reasons [TWINS].
(2)	 Some confidants have distinct reasons.
(3)	 If Symmetry is true, then confidants have all the same attitudes.

Therefore, Symmetry is false (from 1, 2, and 3)

Certainly, the logic is impeccable, but what about the premises? It is worth having Valente’s argument for (2) in view. 
He offers the following illustration, which is a variant of a much-discussed example of Perry’s (also discussed in Under-
standing “I”).

Bear Attack

Ann and Bill are walking in the woods when a bear starts chasing Ann. Ann and Bill both real-
ise that the bear is about to attack Ann (Ann thinks ‘I’m about to be attacked by a bear’ and Bob 
thinks ‘You’re about to be attacked by a bear’), and they both want to save Ann from the attack. 
They act differently. Ann curls up into a ball and plays dead. Bill, who witnesses the attack from a 
distance, runs to get help.

It is hard to argue with this. Bob and Ann certainly act differently, and so one might reasonably think that their reasons 
are different. There is little room for disputing (3), given the assumption that Bob and Ann are confidants. So, the only 
place to take issue is with the first premise, TWINS.

Fortunately (at least from the perspective of a defender of symmetry), there are good reasons for rejecting 
TWINS. It is perfectly possible for two people with identical attitudes to have different reasons, because reasons 
do not, as Valente puts it, supervene on attitudes. The basic reason why was noted some years ago by Aristotle in 
his discussion of action and what he called the practical syllogism. Aristotle, far ahead of his time on this as on so 
many other things, did not of course have the concept of a propositional attitude. But he does (in, for example, 
sections III.9-11 of the De Anima) discuss the role of belief and desire. He makes a very plausible case that nei-
ther belief nor desire on its own can motivate action. At a minimum, they need to operate in tandem. That claim, 
however, is a necessity claim, not a sufficiency claim. It is common among contemporary analytic philosophers to 
hold that we can explain intentional actions by attributing to the agent appropriate beliefs and desires. Hence the 
expression belief-desire psychology and frequent references to belief-desire explanation. It is to Aristotle’s credit, 
however, that he saw, in his doctrine of the practical syllogism, that actions cannot be explained in terms of be-
liefs and desires alone.

It is not entirely clear whether Aristotle’s notion of the practical syllogism is intended to be a model of how actions 
come about, a template for action-explanations, or some combination of the two, but however it is understood Aristo-
tle makes clear the ineliminable role of perception in action and action-explanation. Here he is making the point in his 
own inimitable style.
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Since the one conception (hupolêpsis) and proposition (logos) is universal, and the other is of what 
is particular (since one says that a certain sort of man must do such and such a thing, and the other 
says that this is such and such a thing, and I am that sort of man), this latter belief —not the univer-
sal one— initiates motion; or, both do, but this one is more at rest., and the second is not.4 

Motion for Aristotle comes about from a universal proposition combined with something particular. The universal 
proposition specifies a given course of action for a particular type of agent in particular circumstance (a certain sort of 
man must do such and such a thing), but that proposition alone cannot cause anyone to act unless it is “anchored” to 
the here and now. The agent acts when he realizes that these are the right kind of circumstances and that he is an agent 
of the appropriate type. The De Anima passage is slightly confusing, because Aristotle phrases his point in terms of be-
lief. The role of perception emerges much more clearly in Nicomachean Ethics VII.3, he is very clear that “anchoring” to 
the here and now takes place through perception: “The one opinion (doxa) is universal, the other is concerned with the 
particular facts, and here we come to something within the sphere of perception.”5 

There is a simple explanation, therefore, for why Ann and Bill behave differently in the bear attack case, even though 
they have exactly the same attitudes. Their perceptions are different, which means that their attitudes are differently 
“anchored” to the here-and- now. Consider how Valente fleshes his example out.

Suppose, then, that they spotted the bear right after leaving a communication chamber wherein 
they communicated in the manner proprietary of confidants. Among other things, they talked 
about how they ought to react in various cases of bear attack, and even considered the very same 
scenario at which they found themselves later - having whole-heartedly agreed that, were this sce-
nario to become actual, then whoever is under attack would need to curl up into a ball while the 
other would run for help. (Valente 2026, pp. 145-146)

The explanation of why Bill runs to get help is that he perceives that it is Ann who is under attack, whereas Ann curls up 
into a ball because she sees that the bear is attacking her.

This account of the matter is perfectly consistent with Ann and Bill being maximally convergent and having maximally co-
ordinated attitudes, because perceptions are not propositional attitudes. Whatever one might think about “I”-thoughts and 
other indexical attitudes, it is plain that perceptions are private and non-shareable. That is why, for Frege, they are paradigms 
of ideas, as opposed to thoughts. It is equally plain that perceptions provide reasons for action. Combining these two thoughts 
explains the basic insight that drives Valente’s Asymmetry Argument. He is absolutely correct that psychological explanation 
does depend upon certain private psychological states and, moreover, that those private psychological states explain why dif-
ferent people with the same beliefs and attitudes can act differently in the same situation. He goes wrong, however, in thinking 
that these private psychological states are indexical thoughts. They are not. They are perceptions.

The only way that I can see for Valente to resurrect the Asymmetry Argument would be to try to bring perceptions 
back under the scope of TWINS. He could argue either that perceptions are propositional attitudes or, only marginally 
less implausibly, that psychological explanations do not invoke perceptions, but rather the perceptual beliefs to which 
they give rise. Neither strategy holds much promise, however. The differences between perceptions and beliefs just seem 
too overwhelming for the first strategy even to get started. To take just one key marker, perceptions are occurrent states, 
while beliefs and other propositional attitudes are dispositional states. That alone seems enough to rule out any sort of 
assimilation argument. It also, with a little argumentation, would seem to rule out the second strategy. It is because per-
ceptions are occurrent that they can inform me about how the world that I perceive is configured, relative to me, at this 
very moment. And that is the information that is required to anchor intentional action, to allow standing states such as 
beliefs and desires to be expressed and applied in actions in specific contexts.

4	 DA III.11 434a16–21, translated in Shields (2016).
5	 NE VII.3 1147a25–26, trans. Ross/Urmson in Barnes (1984). For more discussion of Aristotle on action see Ch. 10 of Bermúdez (2025).
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Despite the ingenuity of Valente’s arguments, therefore, I do not feel compelled to abandon the Symmetry Constraint. 
The question remains, though, whether my proposed account of how the Symmetry Constraint is met is the best one. 
Victor Verdejo does not think so, and so I turn to his discussion in the next section.

1.5.  Verdejo’s account of symmetry

Unlike Valente, Verdejo (2026) is very much in sympathy both with the Symmetry Constraint, as I formulate it, and 
with my motivations for maintaining it. So, we start from a considerable degree of common ground. It will be helpful 
for the following to have in front of us an example of the Symmetry Constraint in action on which we can both agree. 
He proposes the following pair of sentences:

(a)	 At t1, X addressing Y, utters: “I am a professional philosopher”.
(b)	 At t2,Y, addressing X, utters: “You are a professional philosopher”.

We are to assume that t1 occurs shortly before t2; that (a) and (b) are uttered in a single conversation by two people who 
are aware of who they are addressing; and so on. In such a situation, we both think, it must at least be possible for (a) 
and (b) to express the same thought. It might be the case, for example, that, in (b), Y is expressing knowledge acquired 
through X’s utterance in (a). This would be a base case of knowledge by testimony, in which someone comes to know 
that p by being told that p. Alternatively, we might slightly adapt the example:

(c)	At t2, Y, addressing X, utters: “You are not a professional philosopher”.

Here we might say that, with the same conditions holding, Y in (c) could be denying what X says in (a), understanding 
denial in a strict and simple sense. This is the sense in which what is said in (c) is the negation of what is said in (a). The 
logical structure is p and ~p. It is not p and q, with an implied premise to the effect of (q ⇔ ~p).

The challenge, therefore, is to explain what p is, and in particular to explain how a single thought can be expressed with the 
first and second person pronouns. It is plain that (a) and (b) have the same truth condition, and that (c) is true just if that truth 
condition does not hold. But that is not the explanandum – at least not in my view. As Verdejo notes, I take the issues raised 
by the Symmetry Constraint to arise when we focus, not on what makes utterances true, but on what it is to grasp the thought 
that they express, on the guiding assumption that sentences with the same truth condition can express different thoughts. As 
we will see further below, Verdejo has doubts about using Frege’s own (negative) criterion for individuating thoughts (viz., 
that two thoughts are distinct just if it is possible rationally to assign them different truth-values), but it is plain that he takes 
himself to be operating at the level of thought (sense), rather than at the level of truth (reference).

In light of this it is striking that Verdejo offers an account of how symmetry can hold in terms of a rule for fixing the 
reference of “I”. To see why he thinks that specifying a reference-fixing rule can solve a problem at the level of sense we 
need to look at a helpful distinction he makes between three different levels of considering what he calls the self-type – 
namely, the type of thought expressible by utterances of the first-person pronoun. These are:

The general self-type = the level at which your utterance of “I am F” and my utterance of “I am 
F” express the same type of thought.

The instantiable self-type = the level at which the general self-type is indexed to a particular 
individual (e.g., the level at which my utterances of “I am F” at t1 and “I am G” at t2 express the 
same type of thought).

The instantiated self-type = what Verdejo terms “unique, unrepeatable episodes of thinking” 
(Verdejo 2026, p. 124)
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Relative to this classification, Verdejo argues that symmetry needs to be explained at the second level, the level of the 
instantiable self-type. The question he tackles is whether the instantiable self-type expressed by X when he says “I am a 
professional philosopher” at t1 can be the same as the instantiable self-type expressed by Y when she says “you are a pro-
fessional philosopher", at the same time.

Verdejo’s account of symmetry is motivated by the basic idea, originally developed in Verdejo (2018) (to which I re-
plied in Bermúdez, 2019a), that shareability can only be accommodated by removing the requirement that the refer-
ent of an “I”-thought must be its thinker. I think that we can reconstruct his reasoning as follows. When X utters (a), 
the thought he expresses is plainly about X. It is also, equally plainly, an “I”-thought. So, if the thought that Y expresses 
with (b) is to be the same thought, then it too must be an “I”-thought about X. But then Y must be thinking an “I”-
thought about X, which would be impossible if “I”–thoughts could only be about their thinker. Since the identity of 
the thought that X expresses in (a) and the thought that Y expresses with (b) is to be captured at the level of instanti-
able type, Verdejo draws the conclusion that what is needed to explain symmetry is an account of how the reference of 
“I” is fixed at the level of instantiable type that lifts the requirement that an “I”-thought must be about its thinker.

Hence, Verdejo proposes the following reference-rule, which he takes to individuate the instantiable self-type:

The self rule: An instance of the instantiable self-type refers to the subject of the thought in 
which it features.

The guiding idea here is that, while in many cases the subject of the thought will be the thinker of thought, the self rule 
leaves it open that a given thought might have a subject other than its thinker. So, in the example, just discussed, Verde-
jo’s self-rule allows for Y to think X’s “I”-thought. In this case, the thought that Y expresses in (b) has X as its subject. It 
is, so to speak, X’s “I”-thought, which Y happens to be thinking.

It seems clear (to me at least) that Verdejo has accurately described the situation that must hold in cases where the Sym-
metry Constraint holds. I still do not see, however, how the self-rule as he has stated it can have the explanatory power 
that he thinks it has. The basic problem is that it rests upon a key notion that is itself unexplained. No account has been 
given of what it is for something to be the subject of a thought, or of how to determine what the subject of a thought is. 
Someone who thinks that the reference of an indexical in language or in thought is fixed by some form of token- reflex-
ive rule can given an immediate answer. The subject of the thought is the referent of the indexical, which is fixed by the 
token-reflexive rule that “I” refers to its utterer/ thinker. But since Verdejo is rejecting the token-reflexive rule, he needs 
to provide an alternative way of fixing the reference, and the account he proposes cannot do that job on its own.

The difficulty is that (in the absence of any further theoretical articulation of one or the other notion) there is only a 
notational difference between the statement that X is the subject of the “I”-thought expressed in (b) and the statement 
that the “I” in the “I”- thought X refers to X. To be the subject of an “I”-thought just is to be the referent of the “I”. 
And for that reason there is no prospect of explaining either notion in terms of the other. The only way of escaping this 
problem is to provide an independent account of one or the other notion. If one thinks that the referent of “I” is fixed 
by the token-reflexive rule, then one can use that independent account to explain what it is for something to be the sub-
ject of the “I”-thought. But then, pari passu, if one wants to explain the referent of “I” as the subject of the “I”-thought 
then one has to ground that explanatory claim in a plausible account of what it is to be the subject of an “I”-thought.

Verdejo is moving in rather a tight circle when he writes:

[…] it seems plausible that the subject of a thought expressed by someone’s uttering “You are a pro-
fessional philosopher” is A in a context c iff A satisfies the referential condition specified by the self 
rule in c. A will be in this context the subject of the thought but not the thinker. (2026, p. 126)

The problem is that Verdejo is now defining what it is to be the subject of an “I”-thought in terms of the referential 
condition that is supposed to explain what it is to be the subject of an “I”-thought!
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To sum up the discussion so far, I have several points of agreement with Verdejo. First, he is is absolutely correct that 
doing justice to the Symmetry Constraint requires allowing for the possibility that a first-person thought might be 
thought by someone other than the person who is thinking that thought. Something like this is surely going on in the 
three types of cases that motivate the Symmetry Constraint – viz., knowledge transmission through testimony, denial, 
and same-saying indirect speech reports. Second, it seems reasonable to draw the conclusion, as he does, that allowing 
for that possibility requires formulating a reference-rule for “I” as it features in thought that is not straightforwardly to-
ken-reflexive. Third, Verdejo is surely correct to say that, once the token-reflexive requirement is lifted, it makes sense 
to appeal to a notion of the subject of a thought in order to articulate to whom the thought refers.

My major concern, however, is that this is the beginning of the discussion, not the end. What Verdejo needs in order to 
do justice to these insights is a substantive account of what it is for something to be the subject of an “I”-thought. Such 
an account needs to explain, not just that it is possible for the subject of an “I”-thought not to be its thinker, but also 
how it is possible, and when it is possible. My own view, very much in line with the account developed in Understand-
ing “I” and sketched out in §1.2 above, is that the best (only?) way to do this is through developing a theory of sense 
qua theory of understanding. That is to say, we should approach the question of what the subject of an “I”-thought is 
through explaining what it is to understand a sentence that expresses the relevant “I”-thought. That in turn will rest 
upon an explanation of what it is to know that sentence’s truth-condition (i.e., knowledge of what it would be to estab-
lish its truth- value). I have offered such an account, but of course there may be a better one to be developed.

I end this discussion with some brief remarks on why any such account might not be best formulated at the level of 
what Verdejo calls the instantiable self-type. To recap, this is the level at which the general self-type is indexed to a par-
ticular individual (e.g., the level at which my utterances of “I am F” at t1 and “I am G” at t2 express the same type of 
thought). The basic difficulty is straightforward. While it is true that the cases in which we see a distinction between 
the subject of the thought and the thinker of the thought all occur at the level of the instantiable self-type, the fact re-
mains that the overwhelming majority of “I”-thoughts considered at the level of instantiable self-type will be ones 
where the subject of the thought coincides with the thinker of the thought. So, if we want to pick out all and only the 
thoughts where subject and thinker diverge, it would be profitable to operate at a level more fine-grained than the level 
of instantiable self- type. My own view, as indicated earlier, is that some sort of notion of token-sense is the best place 
to look. As far as I can see, my notion of token-sense maps fairly closely onto Verdejo’s notion of instantiated self-type. 
However, he construes the instantiated self- type in such a way as to make it impossible for any two instantiated self-
types to be the same, because he makes it a matter of definition that instantiated self-types are unique, unrepeatable, 
and so on. On the face of it, however, this is simply incompatible with the Symmetry Constraint. I cannot see how the 
thought that I express at t2 with “You are a professional philosopher” could be the same as the thought that you ex-
pressed at t1 with “I am a professional philosopher”, without there being a single, repeated instantiated self-type. For 
that reason, therefore, I think that Verdejo would do well to reject, not the actual distinction between instantiable and 
instantiated self-types, but the thesis that instantiated self-types are unique and unrepeatable, because that thesis threat-
ens to make it impossible to do justice to the Symmetry Constraint.6 

*  *  *

I am very grateful to Matheus Valente and Victor Verdejo for their thoughtful and informative contributions to this 
special issue, as well as for their careful attention to my own work. As the discussion above shows, I am not fully con-
vinced by their arguments. However, they have certainly put pressure on my views in ways that have helped me person-
ally and also shed significant light on these tricky problems. I look forward to continuing the discussion.

6	 To be sure, there are in the case considered two distinct, unique, and unrepeatable episodes of thinking, but an episode of thinking is not a 
thought.
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2.  ‘Naturalized sense data’ revisited

I am grateful to Derek Brown both for his thoughtful paper (Brown 2026) and for giving me the opportunity to revisit 
‘Naturalized sense data’, which I find it hard to believe was published 25 years ago. In that paper I argued in support of 
the following two claims about visual perception:

(a)	 We perceive ordinary physical objects directly, in the sense that we have a direct perceptual access to them that al-
lows us to refer to them demonstratively and that explains why our perceptual beliefs are typically justified.

(b)	 We perceive ordinary physical objects mediately, in the sense that we perceive them in virtue of perceiving parts of 
their facing surfaces.

Naturalized sense data are (parts of) the facing surfaces of physical objects. We perceive them immediately (because we 
do not perceive them in virtue of perceiving anything else), and in virtue of perceiving them we directly (but mediately) 
perceive objects. My claim in ‘Naturalized sense data’ was that this view, by separating out two notions that are typically 
run together, ((im)mediate perception and (in)direct perception) has the advantages of both uncritical direct realism 
and traditional sense datum theory, while avoiding their disadvantages.

Brown is broadly sympathetic to my view, and he is certainly very conscientious in providing the strongest case that he can 
on my behalf, but he is not convinced. He has two different sets of concerns. The first part of his paper offers a careful and 
perceptive critique of my argument in support of what I called naturalized sense data, which he thinks moves too quickly. 
The second part of the paper proposes an intriguing objection to my view, which he thinks cannot handle the problem 
cases of delusion and illusion that he takes to be the strongest motivation for adopting the traditional version of the sense 
datum theorem. In particular, he thinks that (unlike the traditional version) my account cannot deal with what he calls the 
Problem of Perception, which is the problem of (a) explaining the differences between veridical, illusory and hallucinatory 
perceptual experiences, while (b) explaining the phenomenal similarities that can occur between them.

Brown makes a number of telling points, but I feel that the naturalized sense datum theorist is not without resources to 
reply to them. In the following I will confine myself to two issues, one from each part of his discussion. § 2.1 considers 
Brown’s claim that, despite my argument to the contrary, a traditional sense datum theorist can indeed use the concept 
of deferred ostension to explain how reference to ordinary physical objects is achieved, even though only (private) sense 
data are immediately perceived. § 2.2 sketches out a strategy with which the naturalized sense data theorist can tackle 
the Problem of Perception.

2.1.  Sense data and deferred ostension

Here is a brief recap of the argument to which Brown is responding. The starting-point is the following constraint:

The Reference Constraint:

If it is indeed the case that we make demonstrative reference to three-dimensional material ob-
jects, then our account of the immediate object of perception should explain how this is possible.

In brief, an account of the immediate objects of perception must earn its keep, so to speak, by explaining how we are 
perceptually in contact with ordinary material objects, and, so I claimed, this is something that the naturalized sense 
data theory can do, but not the traditional sense datum theory. My idea was that each theory will have to offer an expla-
nation that takes the following form:

A given individual is able to refer demonstratively to an object O because he immediately per-
ceives something that stands in relation R to O.
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For the naturalized sense datum theorist, relation R is the mereological part-whole relation and demonstrative refer-
ence is an instance of the well-studied linguistic device of deferred ostension, whereby one refers to something through 
ostending some part of that object. Plainly, traditional sense datum theorists cannot appeal to the part-whole rela-
tion. In fact, their only plausible candidate for representation R is the representation relation. Sense data, as tradition-
ally construed, cannot be parts of ordinary physical objects, but they do represent them. How then is the reference con-
straint to be satisfied? In particular, how does ostension work, when the immediate object of perception is a traditional 
sense datum?

Sense datum theorists have two options, I argued. On the one hand, they can appeal to some form of deferred osten-
sion. Alternatively, they can maintain that ostension by-passes the sense datum and “latches” directly onto the material 
object. Neither option can be made to work, I argued, leaving the naturalized sense datum theory as the only viable can-
didate.

My argument for the first horn of the dilemma was certainly too quick, as Brown points out. I wrote:

Any comprehensive account of deferred ostension will be formidably complex (Nunberg 1978). 
For present purposes, though, the important point is that (if the demonstrative pronoun latches 
onto the sense datum, rather than the material object) ostension could only be deferred across 
the representation/causal relation if the speaker intended and the hearer grasped a suitable prin-
ciple governing the deferral of ostension from sense datum to the object which causes it and 
which it represents. It seems obvious, however, that no such principle is implicated in everyday 
demonstrative reference to material objects. (Bermúdez, 2001, p. 372)

This latter claim Brown takes to be true, but irrelevant. He takes demonstrative reference to be an act performed by a 
single thinker —a mental act, in essence. And he thinks that it is perfectly possible for this mental act to be performed 
without the thinker exploiting any sort of general principle connecting sense data to what they represent:

Suppose that I am alone and possess adequate cognitive and perceptual capacities (setting aside 
the practical questions of how these things came to be). Suppose also that I correctly believe that 
SDT is true. Currently, I immediately perceive a blue, oval SDm and believe that it is caused by 
something in the physical world. I suggest that I could internally demonstrate the SDm with the 
intention to refer to what I believe is the distal physical cause of the SDm. Such an internal dem-
onstration might be accomplished via a focused attention on the SDm, and this could be com-
bined with the cognitive intention to refer to what I believe is the distal physical cause of the 
SDm. In fact, the SDm is caused by a robin egg. Thus, the egg is the relevant cause of the SDm, 
the SDm resembles the egg in relevant ways (i.e. both are blue and oval), and my intentions are 
straightforward. I see no reason why my efforts to generate a deferred reference to the egg would 
fail. (Brown 2026, p. 166)

Many philosophers would want to take issue with the very idea of a private ostensive act of this type. Someone of a 
Wittgensteinian persuasion (and I have leanings in that direction myself, at least as far as skepticism about private lan-
guages is concerned) would object to the privacy – after all, traditional sense data, if such there be, are not just private, 
but necessarily private. But one might also wonder about how the actual ostension is supposed to work. There is some-
thing rather puzzling about the idea that, when we are presented visually with a blue oval object, we are able to distin-
guish the sense datum that is the immediate object of perception from the blue oval object that seems to be there in 
such a way that we can (mentally) point to it (the sense datum) and refer to it in thought. One way of putting the plau-
sible intuition behind transparency theories of perceptual experience is that there does not actually seem to be anything 
besides the blue oval object. As a datum about phenomenology, this is hardly an objection to the sense datum theory, 
which is a theory about how perception actually functions. But it does point to a difficulty with the idea that one might 
ostend a sense datum. Ostension is at bottom a selective, or contrastive, notion. When I ostend something, I single it 
from among other things, or against a background. It is not hard to see how I might single out a blue oval object from 
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other objects, or against a background. But what is the contrast class against which a blue oval sense datum is selected. Is 
it the blue oval object? Other objects? Other sense data? It is not obvious how to answer these questions.

Let us set these worries aside for the sake of argument, though, to meet Brown on his own ground. The main problem 
with his proposal is that it makes demonstrative reference a hostage to theoretical mastery. His proposal entails that the 
mental act of private demonstrative reference is only available to thinkers who are convinced of the truth of traditional 
sense datum theory. It is not enough for me to ostend the private sense datum. I must ostend it qua private sense da-
tum and do so with the intention of referring to its distal cause. To see why this is a problem, recall that we are trying to 
show how the reference constraint is satisfied. We are trying to show how we succeed in referring to three-dimensional 
material objects, assuming that we do so succeed. The ‘we’ here is very inclusive. In fact, it extends exactly as far as the 
practice of referring to three-dimension material objects. We need an account that will work for everyone and every-
thing that engages in the practice of reference. It is simply not credible that all who engage in the practice of referring to 
material objects do so through forming intentions to refer to the distal causes of privately ostended sense data. So, even 
if it is granted that one can privately ostend sense data, such private ostension is not going to help show how the refer-
ence constraint is satisfied.

Brown inadvertently illustrates this point with the complexity of his (admittedly ingenious) account of how an inter-
personal linguistic practice of demonstrative reference might emerge:

[…] assume B is standing next to A and the egg is in front of A. This means that B is experienc-
ing private SD that represent A and A’s location relative to B, and vice versa. When B’s gaze is di-
rected in front of where A is represented to be, B also experiences a blue, oval SDm (or least what 
B would describe as a blue, oval SDm). In this way, B and A could come to single out the same 
object – the egg – as the referent of A’s deferred demonstrative […]. Consider, finally, a more 
evolved stage of communication where, as a community, deferred demonstration of this sort is 
the presumed interpretation of demonstrative expressions of this sort. Thus, A simply says “That 
is my favourite egg” and B correctly understands A to be demonstrating her blue, oval SDm and 
intending, with ‘that’, to refer to the hypothesized egg. (Brown 2026, p. 167)

Perhaps Brown is right and this type of linguistic practice could emerge in a community of highly reflective and self-
conscious sense datum theorists. But it is surely not how we do things now. The naturalized sense datum theorist, in 
contrast, can give a much simpler account, which starts with my pointing to the facing surface of the egg. In my linguis-
tic community, and every other I have come across, pointing to the facing surface of the egg is normally understood as 
pointing to the entire egg, including the parts that I cannot see - if I want to be understood as pointing just to the fac-
ing surface then I normally need to make that explicit. In virtue of that generally understood principle, I refer to the egg 
and I am taken to be so referring. Not very complicated and not very mysterious.

My sense is that Brown and I are trying to answer different questions. I just want a simple explanation of how we suc-
ceed (all the time and pretty much without fail) in referring to three-dimensional material objects that is not just com-
patible with, but is actually underwritten by, that fact that we perceive immediately only the facing surfaces of material 
objects. I think, though, that Brown is trying to respond to some version of the veil of perception objection to tradi-
tional sense data theories. He is trying to show how, even if we suppose that a perceiver has access only to private sense 
data, reference to three-dimensional objects could still be achieved (thereby allowing the perceiver to escape the threat-
ened veil of perception). But, as I have tried to bring out, an answer to the second question does not give an answer to 
the first.

2.2.  The Problem of Perception

Brown’s principal reason for preferring traditional sense datum theory to the naturalized sense datum theory is that 
only the former can, he thinks, provide a satisfactory answer to what he terms the Problem of Perception. This is the 
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problem of (a) explaining the differences between veridical, illusory and hallucinatory perceptual experiences, while (b) 
explaining the phenomenal similarities that can occur between them. He points out, quite reasonably, that the natural-
ized sense datum theory, as I formulated it in the 2000 paper, has nothing to say about cases of hallucination or illusion, 
and seems on the face of it to be not obviously applicable to them. In the case of hallucinations, for example, one might 
think that there is no facing surface, and hence no immediate object of perception, while in cases of illusion, although 
there might be a facing surface, there is little fit between it and the content of perception. In contrast, he suggests, tradi-
tional sense datum theory has a neat and satisfying solution:

Veridical, illusory and hallucinatory experiences are “latching” onto the physical world to differ-
ent degrees, and in this regard these experiences are different types of perceptual states. Nonethe-
less, while we can at times subjectively distinguish between veridical, illusory and hallucinatory 
experiences, at times we cannot. In principle, these different types of experiences can be subjec-
tively indistinguishable. For many, the most powerful justification for SDT is its ability to ex-
plain this conundrum. SDT postulates a type of mind-dependent object – SD – as a perceptual 
intermediary between the perceiver and the physical world. This intermediary is present regard-
less of whether one’s experience is veridical, illusory or hallucinatory – SDT is a “common factor” 
theory of perception. (Brown 2026, p. 168)

I am not sure that this is as good an explanation as Brown thinks it is, but in this section I will simply sketch out how 
the naturalized sense datum theorist might tackle cases of illusion and hallucination.

The first point to make is that the naturalized sense datum theory is not in itself a theory of perceptual content. It is an 
account of where the perceived-in-virtue-of relation bottoms out, so to speak. If we perceive something immediately 
then we do not perceive it in virtue of perceiving anything else. The very way in which the perceived-in-virtue-of rela-
tion is formulated makes clear that the paradigm case is one where the chain of iterations starts with an ordinary mate-
rial object. The claim is that, when we do perceive an ordinary material object, we do so in virtue of perceiving part of 
its facing surface. If this is true, then it is true irrespective of how the ordinary material object is perceived or misper-
ceived. If, through some trick of the light, I happen to misperceive an apple as an orange then I must be perceiving the 
apple. The naturalized sense datum theory says that when this happens I am perceiving the apple in virtue of perceiving 
part of its facing surface. It would say exactly the same thing in the non-illusory case where I veridically perceive the ap-
ple as an apple. In this sense at least, naturalized sense data function as “common factors” across veridical and illusory 
perception.7 But they are not common factors with respect to content. So, what explains the difference between the ve-
ridical case and the illusory one? Let’s focus on Brown’s own example:

Suppose you look at a purple cylindrical bottle and have an experience of that bottle as a blue cy-
lindrical bottle. That is, the blue that you experience isn’t experienced as a feature of just any cy-
lindrical bottle, it is experienced as a feature of the very physical cylindrical bottle that sits before 
you (a bottle which is in fact purple). This is what makes this an illusion: you are actually expe-
riencing the object in question (i.e. there is successful object perception), but you are experienc-
ing it to have a feature that it doesn’t have (i.e. there is an error in property perception). (Brown 
2026, p. 169)

So far so good. However, Brown’s discussion of this example makes clear that he understands the error in property per-
ception in a very particular way. He thinks that this type of illusory perception involves perceiving a property that is not 
instantiated in the perceived object —the property of blueness. Once this is accepted, then it seems reasonable to ask 
where the perceived property of blueness is, and then the traditional sense datum theory starts to look attractive. The 
blueness is not a property of the bottle, which is purple, but it is a property of the sense datum.

7	 Brown acknowledges this on pp. 170-171. He does, however, think that I hold that the common factor extends to hallucination. As the 
discussion below will show, I think that hallucination needs to be treated separately.
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This assumption should be resisted, however. The argument only gets off the ground if we accept that in this case there 
is an experienced property of blueness. But that should not be accepted. We should not move from

My experience has a property F

to

There is a property F that I am experiencing.

Consider somatic sensations such as hunger, and assume that there is a fact of the matter as to whether or not one is 
hungry such that one can feel hungry without being hungry. Now consider a scenario where this latter case actually 
holds. I have an illusory feeling of hunger (perhaps because I have taken a pill with exactly the opposite effects of Ozem-
pic). It would be perfectly admissible philosophically, although somewhat labored from a stylistic point of view, to say 
that my experience has the property of hunger. I feel no pressure, however, to objectify this property by saying that this 
is some hunger than I am experiencing. A much more natural way of proceeding would be to say that Inverse-Ozempic 
has caused me to have an experience very similar to that which I have when I am hungry. There is no need to look for 
some illusory hunger that I might be experiencing. The same holds for the visual case. There is a sense in which, in the 
scenario Brown is considering, my experience has the property of blueness. But that is only to say that I am having an 
experience very similar to that which I have when I am experiencing a blue object. There is no need to look for an expe-
rienced property of blueness, and hence no need to posit a sense datum to be the bearer of that experienced property of 
blueness.

Brown and those who think like him are likely to object that this maneuver does nothing to explain why my experience 
is the way it is. Why am I having a blue-type experience when what is in front of me is a purple bottle? The traditional 
sense datum theorist has (he thinks) a satisfying explanation - namely, I am perceiving a blue sense datum, but my pro-
posal leaves the blueness of my experience mysterious.

This is hardly compelling, however. Let’s go back to the hunger case. I can provide a perfectly satisfying explanation of 
how Inverse-Ozempic could produce in me an experience of hunger. It could work, for example, by stimulating produc-
tion of the ghrelin hormone, which then causes contractions in the stomach - or something along those lines. Surely a 
similar, broadly speaking physiological, explanation can be given for illusory experiences of blue. I don’t need to be ex-
periencing something that is blue. I just need to be in a situation where the mechanisms that are normally triggered by 
(the facing surfaces of) blue things happen to be triggered by a purple bottle. In fact, this is a much more satisfying ex-
planation than appealing to perception of a blue sense datum. Sense datum theorists still need to explain why, in this 
particular case, there is a blue sense datum rather than a purple one. If they appeal to a similar physiological explanation, 
then it is hard to see what work the sense datum is doing. It just seems to be an idly spinning wheel. But I have no idea 
what a non-physiological explanation would look like.

In cases of illusion, then, there is some story to be told about how, through some sort of deviant causal chain that starts 
with the facing surface of the object being perceived, a non-standard experience is produced. This sort of approach will 
plainly work for some cases of hallucination, because the line between illusion and hallucination is a little fuzzy. If se-
vere sleep deprivation causes me to see a stationary bush as a hooded man coming towards me, then that seems to be a 
hallucination. But there seems no reason in principle why this could not be explained in a similar manner to the pur-
ple bottle that looks blue – the sleep deprivation and the light, let us say, jointly create a deviant causal chain that starts 
with the facing surface of the bush and leads me to have an experience similar to that which I would have were a hooded 
man to be coming towards me. Some fine-tuning would be required for cases where what is hallucinated is an imaginary 
object – a troll, for example. But this is surely no more mysterious than the fact that I might dream that a troll is coming 
towards me. Unless sense datum theorists are prepared to argue that dreams are really perceptions of sense data, then 
they ought to accept that there are, at least in principle, perfectly good explanations available of what might be thought 
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of as sleeping hallucinations. But then, surely those mechanisms can be brought into play to explain those cases of hal-
lucination that seem most distant from cases of illusion —Macbeth’s dagger, for example. Perhaps there will always be 
some sort of facing surface in play. But perhaps not. Either way, it seems plausible (to me at least) that some sort of devi-
ant causal chain account will be available.

There is of course much more that could be said to build on these tentative remarks. But hopefully enough has been 
said to make clear that what Brown calls the Problem of Perception is unlikely to provide a decisive reason to prefer tra-
ditional sense data to naturalized sense data.

3.  Elusiveness and the phenomenology of the self: Response to Gallagher and Serrahima

Shaun Gallagher (this volume) and Carlota Serrahima (this volume) raise interesting and important questions about 
the nature of bodily awareness and the role(s) of the body in exteroceptive perception. Their approaches are very dif-
ferent. Gallagher comes at the issue through a critique of the idea, found in Husserl and many of his successors within a 
broadly phenomenological tradition, that the body functions as a sort of zero-point for how the subject experiences the 
world and acts within it. Serrahima, in contrast, focuses on the relation between what I have called ψ-ownership and 
φ-ownership - namely, and to put it as neutrally as possible, the ways in which we are conscious of ourselves psychologi-
cally and physically. These differences in starting-point notwithstanding, the two papers highlight different aspects of 
a problem that is at the heart of how we need to think about the phenomenology of embodiment. This is the problem 
of reconciling the phenomenology of embodiment with what is often called the elusiveness of the self, because the most 
obvious way of taking the phenomenology of embodiment is as a way of being directly presented with the embodied 
self. In one form or another, the problem of reconciling the elusiveness thesis with the phenomenology of embodiment 
is something that I have been wrestling with for a long time. I welcome the opportunity to revisit it.

The first section of this comment focuses on Gallagher’s discussion of the concept of the zero-point. Steering clear of 
the finer points of how Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, and their followers should be interpreted, it nonetheless seems to me 
that the passages that Gallagher presents can be read in a way that avoids the objections that he makes. He makes sound 
and effective points about the phenomenology of embodiment, and argues, surely correctly, that we do not experience 
the body as a zero-point. But, on at least one way of interpreting the reasoning that lies behind the concept of a zero-
point, the phenomena that he highlights are perfectly consistent with the claim that the perspective from which we ex-
perience the world and act within it does indeed behave in the manner of a zero-point. But still, there is a puzzle. The 
zero-point is systematically elusive, and so one can ask: how can our experience of the world have its origin both in an 
elusive zero-point and in what Gallagher correctly describes as “thick and articulated bodily schema” (Gallagher, 2026).

As emerges in section 3.2, that same tension between elusiveness and the phenomenology of the body is central to Ser-
rahima’s paper. She focuses on my treatment of ψ-ownership and φ-ownership. While she has considerable sympa-
thy for my overall approach, she thinks that I end up not doing full justice to the phenomenology of bodily awareness, 
because I overemphasize the elusiveness of the self. She holds, as I do, that we should aim to give parallel accounts of 
ψ-ownership and φ-ownership, but, because she thinks that there is a fundamental tension between the elusiveness the-
sis and taking the phenomenology of ownership at face value, and she finds the phenomenology of bodily awareness 
compelling, she ends up wanting to downplay elusiveness.

Central to both papers, therefore, is the idea that it is problematic both to hold some form of the elusiveness thesis and 
to think of bodily awareness as a form of self-consciousness. The final section of the paper tries to reconcile this tension 
between elusiveness and bodily phenomenology. Revisiting Wittgenstein’s influential distinction between uses of “I” as 
subject and uses of “I”-as-object and using it to distinguish notions of the “I”-as-subject and “I”-as-object, I argue that 
elusiveness should be viewed, not as a deep fact about the self, but rather as a byproduct of the irreflexivity of conscious-
ness —of the fact that mental acts cannot be their own objects. Our awareness of our own bodies through somatosen-
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sory awareness and exteroceptive perception is both elusive and a direct presentation of the “I”-as-subject. The paper 
ends with some tentative remarks suggesting that introspection may have a comparable structure.

3.1.  Gallagher on the zero-point

The concept of the zero-point is both evocative and hard to pin down. Shaun Gallagher has done a valuable service in 
bringing together a wide range of different discussions, from both the phenomenological and analytic traditions, iden-
tifying both commonalities and differences. Most of these discussions have their origin in the writings of Husserl. Here 
are two suggestive passages with which Gallagher begins his paper:

[A]ll spatial being necessarily appears in such a way that it appears either nearer or farther, above or 
below, right or left [...] The lived body then has [...] the unique distinction of bearing in itself the 
zero point (Nullpunkt) of all these orientations. (Husserl, 1989, §41a; also see Husserl, 2006, §5)

The lived body is, in the first place, the medium of all perception[...]. Obviously connected with 
this is the distinction the body acquires as the bearer of the zero point of orientation, the bearer 
of the here and the now, out of which the pure Ego intuits space and the whole world of the 
senses. (Husserl, 1989, §18)

As Gallagher points out, connecting Husserl’s remarks to Gareth Evans’s important discussion in The Varieties of Reference 
(Evans, 1982), the key idea is that action and perception take place relative to an egocentric frame of reference. Other pas-
sages that Gallagher cites from Husserl and from his successors develop and embellish this basic idea in different ways, but 
the core notion running through all the discussions is (as best I can make out) this idea of an egocentric frame of reference.

That core notion raises a number or important questions, including the following:

a)	 How many frames of reference are there for action and perception? Surely more than one! But does that mean that 
there is one zero-point, or multiple?

b)	 What is the geometry of these frames of reference? Do they all have a Cartesian geometry?
c)	 How do the multiple frames of reference coordinate? Is there a single overarching frame of reference that “anchors” 

the others?

In keeping with the phenomenological focus of Gallagher’s paper (and Serrahima’s, for that matter), I want to focus 
instead on what it means, from the point of view of first-person phenomenology, for the body to be “the bearer of the 
zero point of orientation” or “bearing in itself the zero point of all these orientations.”

Gallagher raises the phenomenological issues here in the following manner:

Moreover, with respect to the perceptual field, the phenomenology of vision is more complex 
than what’s in focus or in focusing. It is never just perception of a focal point, but always in-
cludes a periphery, a horizon – a visual landscape arrayed in front of us.8 The important question 
is whether that visual landscape refers us back to something of the lived body that we experience 
prereflectively as we experience the world. Even if a positive answer recommends itself, is that ex-
perience ever an experience of a zero-point? (Gallagher, 2026, p. 184)

8	 Things are complicated in vision, not only physiologically, but as one gets closer to the conscious aspects of vision. Aspects of vision that 
we rarely notice but that we can be made aware of include binocular disparities (required for depth perception), motion parallax, and phys-
iological diplopia. In the case of the latter, for example, an object outside the point of focus may be seen as double. This is typically edited 
out/suppressed by the brain so we are unaware of it, but some children notice it and complain of double vision. In fact, they have normal 
vision and they simply have to learn to ignore the diplopia.
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Gallegher gives a number of reasons for answering his final question (whether experience is ever experience of a zero-
point) in the negative, including references to my own work on the spatiality of bodily awareness, and offers what he 
takes to be a competing description of what he terms the agentive situation:

The situation of an agent is not equivalent to the external environment; rather, the situation in-
cludes the agent and environment or the agent-in-environment. It’s defined in relation to the 
performance of actions structured by varying affordances and characterized by different time 
scales and degrees of and kinds of intentionality (Pacherie, 2008). On this conception we should 
not think of the origin of the action as a zero-point; rather, experience originates in a relational 
system, the structure of which includes elements of the environment (and in this case social/ in-
tersubjective elements), and where a valanced world of affordances is already pushing and pulling 
a “thick and deep” embodied subject/agent characterized generally by affectivity, its own past his-
tory and future interests, and specifically by its ongoing material engagement, all of which figure 
into structuring perception and action. (Gallagher, 2026, p. 191)

I do not want to take issue with any of this. Gallagher is surely correct to maintain that the body is not experienced as 
the zero-point of orientation. But it is not clear (at least from the passages cited) that Husserl and other proponents of 
the concept of a zero-point actually think that the body is experienced as a zero-point – i.e., that our prereflective expe-
rience of the body is experience of a zero-point. One of the passages from Husserl that Gallagher himself cites seems to 
suggest that the zero-point cannot itself be experienced:

The body then has [...] the unique distinction of bearing in itself the zero point of all these orien-
tations. One of its spatial points, even if not an actually seen one, is always characterized in the 
mode of the ultimate central here: that is, a here which has no other here outside of itself, in rela-
tion to which it would be a ‘there’. (Husserl, 1989, §41, my emphasis)

It is hard to read the bolded passage as saying anything other than that the zero-point is not itself part of the content of 
perception in any explicit sense.9 

That does not mean that there is no phenomenological difficulty here. Quite the contrary! We just need to make sure 
that we are asking the right question. That question is not whether prereflective experience of the body is ever an ex-
plicit experience of a zero-point, but rather what it is like for experience to be from a zero-point. That is to say, what is it 
like to experience the world from the origin of one or more egocentric frames of reference?10 

In thinking about this question, I think we need to start from precisely the point just highlighted in the passage from 
Husserl, namely, that the origin of the frame(s) of reference, the zero-point, is not itself a direct object of experience. 
There is a structural similarity between the thesis of the zero point and what is often termed the elusiveness thesis, 
which arguably originates with David Hume, but whose more recent exponents include Jean-Paul Sartre and Sydney 
Shoemaker. According to the elusiveness thesis, which is prominent in Serrahima’s paper, the self cannot be the object 
of introspective awareness. The self is the subject of introspective awareness, but cannot be its object.

Whereas Hume’s Elusiveness Thesis is directed at introspection, the basic idea behind the zero-point thesis is that per-
ception, and conscious experience more generally, is always from a perspective that it is not itself part of the content 
of what is. We perceive the world relative to an egocentric frame of reference – more accurately: a range of egocentric 
frames of reference). But the origin of those frames is not, and cannot be, part of the content of perception. That, I be-
lieve, is where the ‘zero’ in ‘zero-point’ comes from.

9	 The qualification is necessary because, as Gallagher has pointed out to me, Husserl may well have held that we experience the zero-point in 
an implicit and prereflective sense (which is, in fact, Gallagher’s own view).

10	 Answering this question would be one way of making precise the idea, canvassed in the previous footnote, that the zero-point is experi-
enced implicitly.
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3.2.  Serrahima on explaining ownership

Broadly speaking, when philosophers talk about ownership they are talking about what it is to experience one’s con-
scious physical and psychological states as one’s own. As Serrahima brings out in the beginning of her paper, discussion 
in this area often focuses on whether this experience is associated with, or grounded in, a phenomenological “feeling” or 
“sense” of ownership. She thinks, as I do, that this is not the most promising direction to pursue, and follows my sug-
gestion that we should focus instead on self-conscious judgments of ownership —e.g., self-conscious judgments of the 
form ‘I am sad’, ‘my foot hurts’, or ‘I am looking at the stadium’, and consider both the descriptive/empirical question 
of how and why they are made, and the normative question of what reasons or warrant we have for making them.11 

Serrahima’s focus is on how we answer these questions for two different types of first-person judgments. The first are 
psychological self-ascriptions, made on the basis of introspection – e.g., “I am thinking about the self” or “I am feeling 
down”. These are judgments reflecting psychological ownership (ψ-ownership). The second group are bodily self-as-
criptions, made on the basis of proprioception and somatosensation – e.g., ‘I have a headache’ or ‘I am hungry’. These 
reflect physical ownership (φ-ownership). Serrahima thinks, as I do, that the ideal in this area would be an integra-
tive account of ownership, containing parallel, structurally similar, and interconnected accounts of ψ-ownership and 
φ-ownership.

Serrahima takes me to task for (as she sees it) following my own prescription in the wrong way, focusing in particular on 
my 2003 paper ‘The elusiveness thesis, immunity to error through misidentification, and privileged access’.12 In particu-
lar, she feels that I place too much weight on the elusiveness thesis in thinking about ψ-ownership and that this leads 
me to a distorted view of φ-ownership, one that neglects the phenomenology of bodily awareness. It will be helpful for 
the following to retrace my reasoning.

A principal aim of the account of my ψ-ownership was to capture the fact that psychological self-ascriptions are, to 
use Sydney Shoemaker’s phrase, identification-free. When I judge, on the basis of introspection, that I am ψ-ing, for 
some psychological predicate ψ, this is not based on any identification of myself as the person who is ψ-ing. I am intro-
spectively aware of ψ-ing, but I do not need to identify myself as the person who is ψ-ing. The identification-free na-
ture of psychological self-ascriptions is coeval with the status of psychological self-ascriptions as being immune to er-
ror through misidentification (IEM) relative to the first-person pronoun. I cannot, if my psychological self-ascription is 
based upon introspection, correctly and with warrant judge that someone is ψ-ing but mistakenly identify myself as the 
person ψ-ing.

That psychological self-ascriptions are identification-free and have the IEM property seems indisputable (although 
there may be borderline cases with certain forms of delusions). Nonetheless, we still need to explain how, and with what 
warrant, someone might move from introspective awareness of ψ-ing to the self-ascriptive judgment “I am ψ-ing”. Be-
cause there is no direct introspection of the “I”, subjects making self-ascriptions cannot be taking their experiences at 
face value. So, how do they arrive at introspective self-ascriptions?

In my initial attempt to offer an explanation, I leant heavily upon Christopher Peacocke’s thesis that there is an a pri-
ori link between being introspectively aware of ψ-ing and being oneself the person who is ψ-ing.13 My proposal was that 
what allows subjects both to make self-ascriptive judgments and to be warranted in so doing is their mastery of what 
I termed a simple theory of introspection (explicitly by analogy with the simple theory of perception and action can-
vassed in Evans (1982) and Campbell (1994)). As I saw it at the time, mastery of this simple theory of introspection 
just consists in grasping the a priori link between being introspectively aware of ψ-ing and being oneself the person who 

11	 For more on the proposed methodology and skepticism about the sense of ownership, see Bermúdez (2011a, 2015, and 2017a), the last 
two of which are reprinted in Bermúdez (2018e).

12	 Reprinted in Bermúdez (2018e).
13	 For Peacocke’s discussion see Ch. 6b of Peacocke (1999).
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is ψ-ing. In other words, I move from introspective awareness of ψ-ing to the self-ascriptive judgment “I am ψ-ing” be-
cause I grasp that it is a priori that I can only be introspectively aware of ψ-ing if it is indeed me who is ψ-ing.

With that account of psychological self-ascription in hand, and in conformity with the principle that parallel accounts 
should be given of psychological and bodily self-ascriptions, I proposed a simple theory of bodily awareness. There 
can be no a priori link between aware of φ-ing through proprioception and other forms of bodily awareness and it be-
ing the case that one is oneself the person who is φ-ing, because it seems perfectly possible to be hooked up to someone 
else’s body so that one experiences sensations from their body and, unlike in the introspective case, there is no immedi-
ately compelling argument to say that this would make them my sensations. But still, it seems reasonable, given the way 
things are, to say that there is a de facto link between being aware of φ-ing through bodily awareness and being oneself 
the person who is φ-ing. This opens up room for a simple theory of bodily self-ascriptions, on which bodily self-ascrip-
tions are made and justified in virtue of mastery of the de facto link between being aware of φ-ing and being oneself the 
person who is φ-ing.

Serrahima finds this strategy for providing an integrated account of ψ-ownership and φ-ownership unconvincing. The 
problem comes with somatic self-ascriptions, because she thinks that it is a mistake to offer an account of φ-ownership 
that does not involve the phenomenology of bodily awareness —a mistake that is exacerbated in my case because I have 
an independently motivated account of that phenomenology that I could have used. She writes:

What is then surprising is that, once we have this picture of the content and phenomenology 
of bodily sensations, which Bermúdez motivates independently, we have the tools available for 
more than just a “more complicated,” yet “simple” theory of somatosensation. I have argued 
above that, if there is a phenomenology of bodily ownership, then this constitutes a very good 
explanation of how subjects make judgments of φ-ownership compellingly, as well as a prima fa-
cie good explanation of bodily IEM. Bermúdez admits that there is such phenomenology. But if 
there is such phenomenology, and we confer to it its due explanatory and causal role, then the 
mechanism involved in judgment formation is unambiguous: the subject just takes her bodily ex-
periences at face value given their phenomenology. This is a kind of theory quite different from 
the simple theory of introspection —and a better kind of theory for that matter. (Serrahima, 
2026, p. 209)

Her diagnosis of what has gone wrong is that I am giving too much weight to the elusiveness thesis. The elusiveness the-
sis seems to entail that there can be no role for phenomenology in an account of ψ-ownership —hence the appeal of my 
simple theory. But then, if we want an integrated account of the two types of ownership, it is hard to see how we can in-
corporate bodily phenomenology in an account of φ-ownership, which then points to an analogous simple theory in the 
case of ψ-ownership.

I have to admit that I no longer find the simple theory of bodily self-ascription compelling, at least not in the way that I 
was trying to use it. That we do exploit some form of simple theory in making bodily self-ascriptions on the basis of so-
matosensation and other forms of bodily awareness seems very plausible, but Serrahima is surely right that this cannot 
be all that there is to φ-ownership. She herself is attracted to an integrated account that travels in the opposite direction, 
one that takes phenomenology seriously for ψ-ownership, and hence downplays and/or denies the role of elusiveness in 
φ-ownership, but she does not go into any details in this paper. Since I find the elusiveness thesis compelling, I would 
prefer not to follow her down that road. But since I would prefer to stick with an integrated account, that leaves me 
with the task of reconciling elusiveness and bodily phenomenology, which I will try to do in the next section.

3.3.  Reconciling elusiveness and bodily phenomenology

The two previous sections will hopefully have brought out an interesting and important problematic emerging from 
both Gallagher and Serrahima’s papers. I have suggested that one important strand in the notion of a zero-point, origi-
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nating in Husserl, is coeval to the idea of the elusiveness of the self, originating (perhaps) in David Hume. Gallagher of-
fers convincing reasons for thinking that the self is not experienced as a zero-point (that there is no experience of the 
zero-point), but if my interpretation is correct, that is actually built into the notion. The zero-point is supposed to be 
elusive. What we need to explain is what it is to experience the world from an elusive zero-point that is not itself experi-
enced. At the same time, though, as both Gallagher and Serrahima point out, we seem to be directly presented with our 
embodied selves, both in somatosensory experience and in ordinary exteroceptive perception. That there is a tension 
between elusiveness and what certainly seems to be direct experience of the embodied self is explicit in Serrahima’s pa-
per and also runs through Gallagher’s paper. In this final section, I will sketch out a view on which these two aspects of 
first-person phenomenology might be able to co-exist.

Let us take a step back to re-examine an important passage from Wittgenstein’s Blue Book that has, for better or worse, 
fueled much of the debate in this area.

There are two different cases in the use of the word ‘I’ (or ‘my’) which I might call ‘the use as ob-
ject’ and ‘the use as subject’. Examples of the first kind of use are these: ‘My arm is broken’, ‘I 
have grown six inches’, ‘I have a bump on my forehead’, ‘The wind blows my hair about’. Exam-
ples of the second kind are: ‘I see so-and-so’, ‘I try to lift my arm’, ‘I think it will rain:, ‘I have a 
toothache’. (Wittgenstein, 1958, 66–67)

As the context makes clear, Wittgenstein is distinguishing two types of statement on the basis of the grounds on which 
they are made. The second group (the uses of “I” as subject) are all based on introspective awareness. Wittgenstein goes 
on to reframe the contrast in terms of susceptibility/immunity to a certain type of error —error of misidentification. 
The passage continues:

One can point to the difference between these two categories by saying: The cases of the first 
category involve the recognition of a particular person, and there is in these cases the possibil-
ity of an error, or as I should rather put it: The possibility of an error has been provided for [...] 
It is possible that, say in an accident, I should feel a pain in my arm, see a broken arm at my side, 
and think it is mine when really it is my neighbor’s. And I could, looking into a mirror, mistake a 
bump on his forehead for one on mine. On the other hand, there is no question of recognizing a 
person when I say I have toothache. To ask ‘are you sure that it’s you who have pains?’ would be 
nonsensical. (Wittgenstein, 1958, 67)

Although it was plainly not Wittgenstein’s intent to do, it will be helpful for the following to move from the formal mode 
to the material and talk, not about statements in which “I” is used as subject/object, but rather about the self-as-subject and 
the self-as-object. The idea is that judgments in which “I” is used as object, are judgments made on the basis of experiences 
in which the (bodily) self is presented as an object (and in which another object could mistakenly be presented). This bod-
ily self is the self-as-object. Judgments in which “I” is used as subject are judgments made on the basis of forms of awareness 
in which the self-as-object does not appear in ways that can potentially give rise to errors of misidentification.

It is not hard to make sense of what the self-as-object might be, on this way of looking at things. But making sense of 
the self-as-subject is trickier. Wittgenstein himself warns us against one way of proceeding, which would be to “reify” 
the self-as-subject:

We feel then that in the cases in which “I” is used as subject, we don’t use it because we recognize 
a particular person by his bodily characteristics; and this creates the illusion that we use the word 
to refer to something bodiless, which, however, has its seat in our body. In fact, this seems to be 
the real ego, the one of which it was said, “Cogito, ergo, sum”. (Wittgenstein, 1958, 69).

There is probably no danger of us making that mistake. However, there is another, much more subtle mistake that 
might be made here (and which, in fact, Wittgenstein himself may have made). The mistake emerges if one explains the 
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self-as-subject through the concepts we have been discussing of elusiveness and the zero-point. On this way of consid-
ering things, the self-as-subject is, so to speak, the vanishing point of thought and experience – and hence not as some-
thing that is, or can be, experienced. Once that initial step has been made, then we find ourselves with a stark and un-
attractive disjunction. Our experience of the self is either purely objectual, on a par with our experience of any other 
object in the world, or it is, strictly speaking non-existent.

This stark and unattractive disjunction is most clearly articulated by Wittgenstein himself in the 5.6 sections of the 
Tractatus, particularly in 5.631 and 5.632:

5.631

There is no such thing as the subject that thinks or entertains ideas.

If I wrote a book called The World as I found it, I should have to include a report on my body, 
and should have to say which parts were subordinate to my will, and which were not, etc., this be-
ing a method of isolating the subject, or rather of showing that in an important sense there is no 
subject; for it alone could not be mentioned in that book. –

5.632

The subject does not belong to the world: rather, it is a limit of the world.

For the early Wittgenstein, therefore, there is either the self-as-object or. . . a zero-point. What motivates this picture is 
the assumption that the “I”-as-subject cannot appear in the content of perception. Once that assumption is made, it is 
an inevitable consequence that the self-as-subject is taken to be elusive (a zero-point).

But the assumption is mistaken. That it is mistaken is a consequence of various features of bodily awareness and ex-
teroceptive perception that I have been emphasizing for a long time, certainly since The Paradox of Self-Consciousness 
in 1998, although I have only just realized the connection to Wittgenstein’s distinction. The key point to recognize is 
that, pace Wittgenstein and those who think like him, the line between the self-as-subject and the self-as-object does not 
map onto the line between what can be experienced and what cannot. Rather, the distinction between self-as-subject 
and self-as-object can be drawn within the content of perception.

Both exteroceptive perception and bodily awareness contain multiple forms of self-specifying information that pre-
sent the body in a way that clearly distinguishes it from all other physical objects. Since I have discussed them exten-
sively elsewhere, here I will simply give a list, with the briefest of commentaries. They fall into three groups. The first 
comprises different types of information about one’s own spatial orientation and trajectory that are given by high-level 
properties of outward-facing perceptual experience. These have been most extensively studied within the ecological ap-
proach to perception pioneered by the psychologist J. J. Gibson, who drew attention to multiple forms of self-specifying 
information available in the optic flow.14 The second group is composed of the multiple forms of self-specifying infor-
mation implicated in the ability to navigate the environment.15 The third group contains all the different ways we have 
of finding out about the configuration, homeostatic status, and orientation/trajectory of our bodies through proprio-
ception, kinesthesia, somatosensation, and so forth. These forms of information are distinctive, not only in that they 
uniquely provide information about one’s own body, but also in that they underwrite a distinctive type of spatial phe-
nomenology (referenced by both Gallagher and Serrahima). We experience the space of the body in a fundamentally 
different way from how we experience non-bodily space.16 

14	 See Gibson (1966, 1979), with the implications for philosophical discussions of self-consciousness explored in Bermúdez (1995, 2002, 
2003a), reprinted as Essays 2-4 in Bermúdez (2018e).

15	 On which see Bermúdez (1995) and, in connection with first-person thought and language, Bermúdez (2017a).
16	 See Essays 5-9 in Bermúdez (2018e), including versions of papers originally published as Bermúdez (2005c, 2011a, 2015, 2017a, 2018c).
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Going back to the key passage from the Blue Book, Wittgenstein’s criterion for distinguishing statements involving “I”-
as-subject appears to be that they are immune to error through misidentiIication (relative to the first-person pronoun) 
as a function of the grounds on which they are made. Since, as I and others have argued at length, statements/ judg-
ments made on the basis of the various types of self-specifying information listed in the previous paragraph are typically 
immune to error in the required sense, it follows that these are statements/judgments involving “I”-as-subject, in Witt-
genstein’s sense, and hence (in the material mode) that they are statements/judgments about the “I”-as-subject. In this 
sense, therefore, the self-as-subject is no less part of the world than the self-as-object.

Does this mean, though, that we should reject the basic idea of elusiveness, the idea that the world is experienced from 
an elusive zero-point that is not itself experienced? Not at all. But we do need to rethink how the elusiveness thesis is 
formulated. It seems to me that there is a single basic fact underlying both the thesis of the zero-point and the elusive-
ness thesis. This is the fact that no act of cognition or act of perception can be fully reflexive.17 There is always an epis-
temic/perceptual distance between the act of cognition/perception and the object of cognition/perception.

If we think about elusiveness in this way, it comes out as a corollary of what might be termed the non-reflexivity of con-
sciousness. This means, among other things, that we need to be careful about how the elusiveness thesis is formulated. 
As standardly formulated, the elusiveness thesis is a thesis about the self. This certainly seems to have been Hume’s 
thought, judging by the following much-quoted passage:

For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particu-
lar perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I can never 
catch myself at any time without a perception, and can never observe anything but the perception.18 

It seems to me, though, that the phenomenon to which Hume is pointing is really a special case of a more general phe-
nomenon. What carries the explanatory weight here is the assertion that: “[I] can never observe anything but the per-
ception.” That in turn seems to make most sense as a claim about irreflexivity: I can never observe anything but what is 
perceived (or thought, or experienced, or. . .). A fortiori, I cannot observe either the act of perception (or thought, or ex-
perience, or. . .) or the subject of perception (or thought, or experience, or. . .). This is almost certainly not what Hume 
himself was trying to maintain in this part of the Essay. He is generally thought, after all, to be arguing for a form of 
either eliminativism or reductionism about the self. But for those not wanting to accompany him down that road, it 
seems a more palatable option.

On this way of thinking about elusiveness, it is misleading to talk about the elusiveness of the self. It is true that, in any 
given case of introspection, the subject of what is being introspected cannot itself be introspected. But that is not a deep 
fact about the self. It is simply a byproduct of the basic fact that mental acts are not, and cannot be, reflexive. In this 
sense, therefore, elusiveness is not at all in tension with the idea that the self is directly perceived in bodily awareness 
(and indeed in exteroceptive awareness). In fact, elusiveness applies no less to experience of the self-as-subject than it 
does to experience of anything else, including the self-as-object and ordinary, common-or-garden physical objects.

Interpreting elusiveness in this way helps us to see that elusiveness holds for φ-ownership as well as for ψ-ownership – and 
for the same reason, which has everything to do with the irreflexivity of consciousness and nothing to do with the meta-
physics of the self or the epistemology of self-awareness. Moreover, it illustrates that (although he might well not have ac-
cepted my reasoning) Husserl was right to characterize the phenomenology of bodily experience as being from a zero-point. 
And finally, it shows that, contrary to Serrahima’s thought-provoking analysis, we can, and indeed should, give an account 
of the phenomenology of embodiment that incorporates both the idea that the self-as-subject is directly presented in expe-
rience and the idea that the body is experienced from an elusive zero-point.

17	 At least, I take it to be a fact. For a different view, see Caston (2002).
18	 Hume, Treatise of Human Nature (Selby-Bigge, 1888, p. 252).
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Still, the conclusions of the previous section notwithstanding, important questions remain about the relation be-
tween elusiveness and phenomenology for anyone who thinks that we need an integrated account of ψ-ownership 
and φ-ownership. Whereas in the case of φ-ownership, it is elusiveness that seems to pose difficulties, in the case of 
ψ-ownership it is phenomenology. In particular, one might ask:

1)	 Is there a role for phenomenology in an account of ψ-ownership ?
2)	 Suppose that bodily self-ascriptions do indeed involve taking bodily experiences at face value, does anything like 

this hold in the case of introspection?

I will end this paper with some brief and tentative thoughts about the possibility of answering both these questions in 
the affirmative.

Unsurprisingly, much depends on how one understands the basis for psychological self-ascriptions, and how one thinks 
about introspection. In the following, I will consider just the narrow case of beliefs and the family of transparency ac-
counts of self-knowledge.

Transparency accounts of self-knowledge are often traced back to some suggestive remarks in Gareth Evans’s The Va-
rieties of Reference, where Evans observes, surely correctly, that we typically answer the question of whether we believe 
that p, not by some sort of internal self-scrutiny, but instead by considering the question of whether p is actually true.19 
Generalizing this initial thought, Alex Byrne has identified what he terms the doxastic schema as underwriting trans-
parency accounts of self-knowledge (Byrne, 2018). The doxastic schema identifies inferences of the following form as 
providing warrant for self-ascriptions of belief.

P

I believe that p

The doxastic schema seems to involve a “taking at face value” that is directly analogous to that which occurs in bodily self-
ascriptions. To apply the doxastic schema is to arrive at self-ascriptions of belief by taking one’s beliefs at face value. There 
would seem to be a direct parallel between the way in which one arrives at the bodily self-ascription “I am in front of the 
cathedral” taking one’s visual experience at face value and the way in which one arrives at the psychological self-ascription 
“I believe that the cathedral was built in the fifteenth century” by taking at face value one’s belief that the cathedral was 
built in the fifteenth century. There are prospects then for answering the second question in the affirmative.

A final, even more tentative suggestion. There are ways of developing the transparency view that point towards an af-
firmative answer to the first question. On the bypass model proposed in Fernandez (2013) (and which seems very much 
in the spirit of Evans’s original remarks), the grounds for one’s self-ascription of the belief that p are exactly the grounds 
that one has for believing that p. If that is right then it would seem to give one way in which psychological self-ascrip-
tions (and hence ψ-ownership, more generally) can have a phenomenological dimension (at least in the case of beliefs). 
In many cases, for example, the grounds for psychological self-ascriptions will include psychological states that directly 
present the self-as-subject. This is most obviously the case for beliefs about one’s own psychological states that involve 
simply taking those states at face value. If I come to the conclusion that I believe that I am in front of the cathedral by 
applying the doxastic schema together with my visual experience of the cathedral in front of me, then (on the bypass 
view) my psychological self-ascription is based on a presentation of the self-as-subject. But it will hold also for any psy-
chological self-ascription for which the evidential basis involves a comparable presentation of the self-as-subject – sup-
pose, for example, that I attribute to myself the belief that I am in Seville because, among other things, I see Seville Ca-
thedral in front of me.

19	 See, for example, Evans (1982, p. 225).
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Plainly there is much more to be said here, but hopefully this discussion of these two stimulating papers by Gal-
lagher and Serrahima has pointed towards the possibility of developing an integrated account of ψ-ownership and 
φ-ownership that incorporates both the idea that we experience the world from an elusive zero-point and the idea that 
we are directly presented with the self-as-subject in bodily awareness and exteroceptive perception.

4.  Inner speech and intentional ascent: Reply to Bernués and Jorba

In ‘Bermúdez’s view on inner speech: A critical assessment’, their contribution to this volume (Bernués and Jorba 
2026), Daphne Bernués and Marta Jorba develop a number of very interesting arguments, and I thank them for engag-
ing so carefully with the arguments I developed in Thinking without Words (Bermúdez, 2003c) and then subsequently 
in ‘Inner speech, determinacy, and thinking consciously about thoughts’ (Bermúdez, 2018d). In this brief response I 
will leave the first parts of their paper relatively untouched, making only a few remarks that will hopefully clarify my 
overall project and perhaps go some way towards blunting their objections. My main focus will be on the dilemma that 
they raise for me in the fourth part of their paper. I present the dilemma in §4.2 and then discuss each horn in turn in 
§§4.3 and 4.4. Some of what they say there is well taken, and I am grateful to have the opportunity to revise, and hope-
fully strengthen, my position in a way that allows me to steer through the dilemma.

4.1.  What do the data show?

One of the central claims of Thinking without Words is that, although the cognitive abilities of prelinguistic infants 
and nonlinguistic animals are surprisingly rich, there are principled limits to how far they can extend. In particular, so I 
claimed, certain types of thinking require linguistic vehicles. These types of thinking all involve what I call intentional 
ascent – that is, they are types of thinking that take thoughts as their objects. Examples that I discussed there include 
propositional attitude mindreading, higher-order desires, thoughts that involve the application of logical operators and 
quantifiers, and the types of reflexive thinking that involve monitoring and evaluating the evidential and justificatory 
relations between thoughts (or between thoughts and other mental states, such as perceptions). All of these forms of in-
tentional ascent require and presuppose semantic ascent —we can only think about thoughts as linguistically expressed 
(“clothed in the garb of language”, as Frege famously put it). In ‘Inner speech, determinacy, and thinking consciously 
about thoughts’ (Bermúdez, 2018d), I developed this line of argument further in the context of inner speech. There 
are many forms of semantic ascent. I can reflect on thoughts as written down or as spoken out loud —by myself or by 
someone else. But inner speech is surely a key tool for semantic ascent, or so I argued there.

The third section of Bernués and Jorba’s paper present a range of empirical results that, they claim, show my position 
to be “empirically untenable”. The results that they cite are certainly interesting and (largely) significant. This is not the 
place to go through them in detail and so I confine myself to some more general remarks.

First, some methodological comments. I have little sympathy for a priori “refutations” of empirical data and have always 
tried to develop my views in a way that is sensitive to important results in the social and behavioral sciences. But, at the 
same time, and to use Quine’s famous metaphor of science as a force-field, philosophy is at some distance from the em-
pirical boundary of the field of science. One cannot simply read philosophical results from the data. Instead, and as I ar-
gued in ‘The force-field puzzle and mindreading in non-human primates’ (Bermúdez, 2011c), we need a more nuanced 
view of the relation between data and observation, on the one hand, and theorizing on the other. In particular, we need 
to develop (simultaneously and in conjunction with each other) conceptual arguments and interpretative frameworks 
for making sense of experimental evidence.

The point of mentioning this is that, for each of the types of intentional ascent identified earlier, I have argued that 
there exist more primitive analogs that are available at the non-linguistic level. The focus of the force-field paper is 
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on the distinction between propositional attitude mindreading, which does involve intentional ascent, and percep-
tual mindreading, which does not. My conjecture there was that the experimental evidence typically cited to support 
claims about mindreading in nonlinguistic creatures is best understood as illustrating perceptual mindreading, rather 
than propositional attitude mindreading. I would make similar conjectures for apparent counter-examples to my claims 
about the language-dependence of other forms of intentional ascent. So, for example, in Thinking without Words I ar-
gued that nonlinguistic creatures can reason in ways that are structurally similar (in limited domains) to classical infer-
ence patterns, such as disjunctive syllogism, even though they cannot (if my arguments are sound) reason with logical 
operators. What I called proto-logic extends to negation and to universalizing thoughts —just not to negation as an op-
erator on propositions and to universal quantification understood in sensu compositu.20 

This should give pause for thought in interpreting the experimental data. It is far from obvious to me that the experi-
ments that Bernués and Jorba cite as examples of how one can have different types of intentional ascent without inner 
speech or public language really are illustrations of intentional ascent, properly speaking, rather than the more primitive 
analogues that I claim not to involve intentional ascent. At any rate, more work needs to be done here.

4.2.  The dilemma

In their section 4, Bernués and Jorba raise an interesting challenge to my position, in the form of a dilemma. They state 
the dilemma as follows:

To sum up, we are in front of a dilemma. On the one hand, if thought content is determined 
subconsciously, then the role of inner speech becomes superfluous in the revelation of canoni-
cal structure (condensed and expanded forms would do equally well, and presumably forms of 
unsymbolized thought too). On the other hand, if expansion is decisive for revealing the canoni-
cal structure of thought, formalization (or any other sophisticated form of inner speech) would 
be a secure case of doing the job, but at the cost of distancing too much from how typically inner 
speech is experienced. (Bernués and Jorba 2026, p. 225)

The starting point for the dilemma is what they (and many others) take as a basic datum about inner speech, namely, 
that it is condensed and fragmented. The point is nicely made in a 2010 paper by Martínez-Manrique and Vicente:

The Vygotskyan approach to inner speech regards it as a phenomenologically degraded form of 
our own talking, which is also syntactically simplified. In this view, inner speech not only lacks 
pitch and volume but also appears typically in subsentential linguistic items. So inner speech is 
not experienced in the way of the internal monologues that classical novels depict but in the frag-
mentary way exemplified by the opening of Samuel Beckett’s “The Unnamable”: “Where now? 
Who now? When now? Unquestioning”. Our “outer talk” also often has subsentential utter-
ances but our inner talk often seems to be full of expressions like ‘ah’, ‘yes’, ‘not this way’, ‘where 
the hell?’ and ‘the meeting!’ […] The meaning of those linguistic items is typically clear to us but 
they might be to a large extent unintelligible to others if we uttered. (Martínez-Manrique & Vi-
cente 2010, p. 142)

I am not convinced that these Beckett-like subsentential utterances, although they plainly exist, and perhaps are 
even widespread in inner speech, have much of a role to play when inner speech is being used for intentional ascent 
(and, in line with the points made in the previous section, my view is that the types of thinking that involve inten-

20	 The distinction alluded to here is between general beliefs in sensu diviso (e.g., when I believe, of every tiger, that it is dangerous) and gen-
eral beliefs in sensu compositu (e.g., when I believe that every tiger is dangerous). Intentional ascent is involved only in those general beliefs 
where the universal quantifier is in the scope of the belief operator (i.e. in sensu compositu).
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tional ascent are themselves far less widespread than they are commonly taken to be21). But still, Martínez-Manrique 
and Vicente make a good point and, as they go on to argue, it presents a prima facie difficulty for another aspect of 
my view:

Let us remark again that the linguistic items that appear to conscious thought can be often con-
densed and subsentential. These simple linguistic items have to be “interpreted as expressing a 
proposition” much in the way Bermúdez suggests that maps have to be. Thus, there is, prima fa-
cie at least, no difference between an analogue vehicle and NL in this respect. If NL [natural lan-
guage] can help us have a second-order dynamics, despite its inexplicitness, there is no reason 
why analogue formats cannot. (Ibid, p. 146)

Setting aside the issue about maps, this is what Bernués and Jorba home in on to set up their dilemma.

The dilemma emerges when we ask: How do we get from condensed utterances in inner speech to the type of articula-
tion of a thought that is required for intentional ascent? My argument for the language-dependence of intentional ascent 
(well summarized by Bernués and Jorba at pp. 222-223 of their paper) rests upon the need for thoughts to be represented 
in a way that reveals their structure. But, if Martínez-Manrique and Vicente are right, then condensed utterances in in-
ner speech would need to be interpreted (or at any rate, transformed in some manner) in order for this to be possible. The 
dilemma emerges when we ask whether this interpretation/transformation takes place unconsciously at the subpersonal 
level, or consciously at the personal level. For the first horn, assume that it takes place subpersonally. Then, according to 
Bernués and Jorba, inner speech would be superfluous. The representation of a thought required for intentional ascent 
would be whatever the output is of that subpersonal interpretation/ transformation, and it would certainly not be con-
scious and available to reflective evaluation and the other operations of intentional ascent. Suppose then (for the second 
horn) that it is conscious. Bernués and Jorba claim that in this case inner speech would also be superfluous, but for a differ-
ent reason. The most perspicuous representation of the structure of an utterance in inner speech would most likely not be 
in the form of anything that looks like a natural language – as opposed to being in some artificial language designed for per-
spicuously representing the structure of natural language (first-order logic, for example).

4.3.  The first horn

To start with the first horn of the dilemma, Bernués and Jorba elide a distinction that I make between two different 
ways of developing what I call the determinate translation hypothesis —which is the hypothesis that the objects of in-
tentional ascent must be semantically determinate in a way that involves “translating” semantically indeterminate inner 
speech utterances into mental representations that resolve ambiguity and context-sensitivity into contents sufficiently 
determinate for intentional ascent.22 It is common to both strategies that indeterminacy is resolved at the subpersonal 
level, through mechanisms and processes that are in principle inaccessible to conscious awareness. The difference comes 
when we ask when and how the resolution of indeterminacy takes place. On the first view, it takes place downstream 
of the inner speech episode. That is to say, a semantically indeterminate inner speech utterance is the input to some se-
quence of operations that yields a semantically determinate (or, at any rate, significantly less indeterminate) mental rep-
resentation that can then be the object of (input to) further operations corresponding to what I am terming intentional 

21	 I have argued in several places, for example, against the widely held view that all but the simplest forms of social interaction and coordina-
tion depend upon propositional attitude mindreading. Propositional attitude mindreading (of the type that involves intentional ascent) is 
relatively infrequent, applied when simpler mechanisms for social understanding and social coordination reach their limits. See, for exam-
ple, Bermúdez (2003b, 2018b).

22	 For the record, I am fairly sympathetic to neo-Wittgensteinian arguments that the determinate translation hypothesis is completely mis-
conceived. Indeterminacy is resolved by context and social practices, not by psychology. As memorably put in the Philosophical Investi-
gations, “If God had looked into our minds he would not have been able to see there whom we were speaking of” (Wittgenstein, 1953, 
p. 217). But for present purposes it makes sense to meet Bernués and Jorba on their own ground.
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ascent. Bernués and Jorba are surely correct that this way of resolving indeterminacy would make inner speech episodes 
redundant, since the processes of intentional ascent completely bypass the inner speech episode.

There are independent reasons, though, for being skeptical of this approach, which seems to run into a dilemma of its 
own. Suppose we ask whether the mechanisms of intentional ascent that operate on these mental representations with 
(relatively) determinate contents do so consciously or not. If they are not conscious, then the phenomena under con-
sideration are not the phenomena that I was trying to explain. The basic starting point for my argument is that the 
paradigm cases of intentional ascent are conscious mental acts in which a target thought is taken as the object of a sec-
ond–order thought (this is premise 1 in the argument given on p. 222 of Bernués and Jorba’s paper). There might or 
might not be such a thing as non-conscious intentional ascent, but even if there is, it is definitely not what I am talking 
about. So, let us consider then the second horn. If the operations of intentional ascent are consciously accessible, then 
so too must be the inputs into those processes, namely, the disambiguated mental representations. But now there seem 
to be two consciously accessible items in a given episode of intentional ascent —the original inner speech utterance, on 
the one hand, and the mental representation that gives its (relatively) determinate content, on the other. This seems a 
somewhat extravagant account of what is going on when, for example, I run through an argument in my head to check 
it for validity.

Is it really plausible that, in addition to being conscious of the argument as represented by a sequence of sentences in in-
ner speech, I am also conscious of another sequence of representations that represents the same argument, just in a less 
indeterminate way? Perhaps the idea is that the inner speech episode should be understood purely acoustically, so that 
the only content-bearing representations are the outputs of the process of determinate translation? But that seems, if 
anything, even less plausible. Only very rarely, if ever, do we have inner speech experiences that are, so to speak, uninter-
preted. In this respect, the phenomenology of inner speech is very similar to that of outer speech – what we hear comes 
to us as always already interpreted. There are, of course, occasions in ordinary conversation where we do not under-
stand what is being said, and we have to guess. In those case there is a sense in which we can plausibly be said to hear an 
uninterpreted utterance in conjunction with an interpretation. But not only are they outliers (and really we have some-
thing more like a conjecture than an “interpretation”), but it is most unclear that anything analogous ever occurs in in-
ner speech.

Fortunately, there is another way of thinking about how indeterminacy might be resolved at the subpersonal level that 
is better aligned with the phenomenology of inner (and outer) speech. This would be to think of the resolution of in-
determinacy as taking place upstream of the inner speech episode. On this model, we are not aware, in an inner speech 
episode, of something that is systematically ambiguous and indeterminate because what is accessible to consciousness 
reflects and incorporates the results of subpersonal information-processing. Because there is no need for further pro-
cessing, this account will obviously avoid the puzzles just discussed and does justice to the widely-noted observation 
that we are rarely in doubt as to the content of inner speech episodes. This aspect of inner speech is highlighted in the 
model proposed in Carruthers (2018), which can be seen as an example of this second type of approach.23 The ap-
proach helps also with the fragmentary nature of many inner speech episodes, as highlighted by Martínez-Manrique 
and Vicente. The following passage from Carruthers brings both of these points together:

We are often at a loss to know what others have just said. But it seems we rarely, if ever, have sim-
ilar doubts about our passing thoughts. This is true despite the fact that inner speech can often 
seem highly fragmentary, consisting of just a word or phrase. And in many of these cases, it seems 
that the propositional content we hear ourselves express isn’t obviously given by the surround-
ing semantic context. (Contrast a case where one hears someone respond to the question “Will it 

23	 See particularly section 1.2.4. Carruthers does think that there are separate mechanisms for the production and comprehension of inner 
speech episodes, but from a phenomenological perspective, if I understand his position correctly, what we experience is the result of the 
comprehension mechanism, not input into it.
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rain today?” with a simple “Yes”. Here there is no difficulty explaining how one hears the latter 
as expressing the content, “It will rain today.” No doubt similar phenomena can occur in inner 
speech also. But many cases of fragmentary inner speech with determinate heard content don’t 
seem to fit this sort of profile). (Carruthers 2018, p. 45)

This second upstream model of how semantic indeterminacy is resolved has, therefore, a number of theoretical advan-
tages. Nonetheless, Bernués and Jorba may feel that these theoretical advantages do not include answering the key claim 
of the first horn of their dilemma! After all, their objection is that allowing for the subpersonal resolution of semantic 
indeterminacy makes inner speech redundant, and this objection would seem to hold whether the subpersonal resolu-
tion takes place upstream or downstream of the inner speech episode. Either way, the inner speech episode is not in-
volved.

In response, I should make clear that I do not believe I ever said that inner speech was involved in semantic disambigua-
tion. My claim is about intentional ascent and the role that inner speech can play in making first-order thoughts avail-
able for second-order reflection. Even though I have granted (for the sake of argument) that intentional ascent operates 
on semantically determinate thoughts, that concession by no means commits me to holding that semantic indetermi-
nacy is resolved by and in inner speech. Inner speech is a powerful tool, but I do not think that it is that powerful. The 
operation of resolving semantic indeterminacy seems to me to be a completely different operation from the operation 
of intentional ascent. The second might entail the first, but I do not think that the first entails the second.24 

4.4.  The second horn

This discussion brings us to the second horn of Bernués and Jorba’s dilemma. Even if we agree with Carruthers that we 
are highly reliable in attaching semantic contents to inner speech episodes (or, as I would prefer to put it, that we expe-
rience inner speech episodes with determinate contents), it might still be objected that these are not the right sort of 
contents to be the object of reflective thinking about thinking. Recall that a central premise in my argument is that a 
thought can only be the object of a second, higher-order thought if it is represented in a way that reveals its canonical 
structure. But can we be so confident that, even if semantic indeterminacy has been resolved, a natural language utter-
ance in an inner speech episode represents the content of a thought in a way that reveals its canonical structure?

Frege himself thought that natural language was an imperfect guide to logical structure, which he took to be better re-
vealed in a logically perspicuous formal language. Frege’s principal concern was with mathematical reasoning, not nat-
ural language, but the Davidsonian program in the philosophy of language was intended to carry forward the broadly 
Fregean project of attempting to regiment natural language in a semantic theory grounded in first-order logic. Paral-
lel projects in linguistics and formal semantics have turned to different types of formal theory to represent natural lan-
guage structure (and thereby the structure of the thoughts that those natural language sentences express). The details 
are not important for present purposes. What matters is the common thread to all these research projects, which is 
that they all take canonical structure to be represented in formats other than natural language sentences. So, if some-
thing like that common thread is true, Bernués and Jorba argue, then natural language seems to have no work to do in 
enabling thinking about thinking. The objects of intentional ascent are not natural language sentences, but rather sen-
tences in first-order logic, Montague semantics, or some other formal representation.

24	 There is an important issue here that needs further discussion. Obviously, if resolving semantic indeterminacy required some sort of pro-
cess of hypothesis formation and testing than it would involve a form of intentional ascent. Perhaps something like this thesis is in the 
background of Bernués and Jorba’s discussion? It certainly requires further discussion. For now I will confine myself to observing that, in 
the case of spoken language, we often disambiguate semantic indeterminacy by thinking about the world, not by thinking about words. 
How do I disambiguate “Mary had a little lamb”, to take a well-known example? Typically, by attending to contextual clues in the conver-
sation and/or the environment, not by forming semantic hypotheses. Or at least not by consciously forming semantic hypotheses, and, as 
mentioned above, even if there is such a thing as subpersonal intentional ascent, that is not what I am talking about.
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There are (at least) three reasons for not being satisfied with this line of argument, however. The first is that it over-
interprets the notion of structure required for my argument. The central claim in my argument is that natural lan-
guage sentences reveal canonical structure in a way that imagistic representations do not. The expression “canoni-
cal structure” may be muddying the waters here. Let me make the point without it. Suppose that I am attributing a 
thought to someone – the thought, say, that the church is to the left of the Chinese restaurant. This is an exercise 
in propositional mindreading, not perceptual mindreading. I am not visualizing how the world might look to some-
one standing in front of the Chinese restaurant and seeing a church to the left. I am characterizing them as think-
ing about the arrangement of buildings. So, for reasons familiar from discussions of compositionality, the Generality 
Constraint, and so on, I am characterizing them as exercising a complex of abilities that the thinker could exercise in 
different contexts (and indeed, were they not able to exercise those abilities in different contexts then it would not 
be appropriate to attribute a thought to them in the first place). To be able to think that the church is to the left of 
the Chinese restaurant, someone needs to be able to think other things about the church and the Chinese restau-
rant, to think for another pair of objects A and B that A is to the left of B, and so on. This is the sense in which the 
object of intentional ascent needs to be structured for the purpose of attributing propositional attitudes – it needs to 
be represented in a way that distinguishes between these different abilities. A natural language sentence actually per-
forms this function rather well —no worse, one might think, than a representation in first-order logic or NL (and 
probably better, I am inclined to say!).

The second problem is that the objection significantly underestimates what can be done within natural language. 
To see this, consider a different type of intentional ascent, namely, that involved in logical thinking – i.e., tracing 
out the inferential connections between a set of premises and a conclusion. It is true that natural language can be de-
ceptive, in well-known ways. Not all names refer, for example. Definite descriptions behave differently from proper 
names. Natural language is highly prone to quantifier shift fallacies and other forms of logical ambiguity. And it is 
also true that formal languages can disambiguate in helpful ways. Changing the order of the quantifiers in a formal 
representation of “every boy loves some girl” makes the scope ambiguity very clear. Likewise, the existential assump-
tion in a definite description (if indeed there is one) can be brought out clearly in a first-order representation, as it 
is in Russell’s theory of descriptions. But still, formal representation is hardly necessary in either of these cases. Me-
dieval logicians had no problem explaining (in Latin) the difference between there being a single donkey that every 
farmer beats and every farmer beating some donkey, but not necessarily the same donkey. And Russell gives us a 
pretty accurate account in English of how he thinks we should understand expressions such as “the present king of 
France”. Finally, to take another language, Frege offers penetrating accounts in his Logische Unterschungen of how 
natural language can deceive us with respect, for example, to the logical properties of negation. But his analyses are 
offered in German, not the formal language of the Begriffsschrift, which he used primarily for representing mathe-
matics.

A final problem with this line of argument is that it is a non sequitur. Even if one were unconvinced by the previous 
two points and maintained that ultimately intentional ascent really does require a formal representation of struc-
ture, the fact remains that one has to start from somewhere to get to that formal representation. And what could 
that starting-point be but a natural language sentence? Formal semantics is, after all, formal semantics – that is to 
say, a semantic theory for natural languages. Even if one thinks, as many do, that the structure of a thought is most 
perspicuously represented in some formal language, that thought needs first to be expressed in a natural language 
sentence before the formal analysis can get started. I should emphasize again that the intentional ascent I claim to 
be language-dependent is that involved in conscious forms of higher-order thinking, and I am not sure that I under-
stand what it would mean to say that the objects of conscious thinking about thoughts are formulae in a logical lan-
guage, unless those formulae are being thought about as representations of the structure of a natural language sen-
tence.

*  *  *
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These brief remarks will hardly settle the issue, but they will hopefully make clear how I would respond to the dilemma 
that Bernués and Jorba raise for my position. I end by thanking both authors for developing a very interesting line of ar-
gument from which I have learned considerably.

5.  Preferences, frames, and reasons: Reply to Dohrn and Fisher

In Frame It Again: New Tools for Rational Thought (Bermúdez, 2020) and subsequently in a 2022 target article in Be-
havioral and Brain Sciences (Bermúdez, 2022a, 2022b), I explored the role of frames and framing in practical reasoning. 
I argued, in opposition to decision-theoretic orthodoxy, that framing phenomena and framing effects are not experi-
mentally induced deviations from ideal rationality, which is how they are standardly treated in a long psychological tra-
dition stemming from the landmark studies reported in, e.g., Tversky and Kahneman (1981, 1986) and Kahneman and 
Tversky (2000). Instead, we should be thinking about framing as an integral and inescapable part of practical reasoning.

It is, I maintain, a mistake to think of preferences as invariably extensional, so that one must prefer one object or state 
of affairs to another simpliciter, irrespective of how they are described, apprehended, or given. This is in part a descrip-
tive mistake. Preferences just do not work like that. Preferences are frame-relative. But it is also a normative mistake, in 
two different ways. First, if we define a framing effect to occur when a single thing is knowingly valued differently de-
pending on how it is framed, then I argued that framing effects are not necessary irrational. There are rational framing 
effects. Moreover, and this is the second point, rational framing effects have the potential to play very important roles 
in a wide range of reasoning situations, including ones that seem prima facie to be completely intractable.

Daniel Dohrn (2026) and Sarah Fisher (2026), in their stimulating and constructive contributions to this special is-
sue, press me on both the descriptive and normative dimensions of my views on framing. Dohrn is skeptical of my thesis 
that preferences are frame-relative, and he is also doubtful about the possibility of attributing what I term quasi-cyclical 
preferences (which is the preference structure that I identify in rational framing effects). He takes issue, in short, with 
how I describe the landscape of choice. He is also doubtful that any framing effects, however they are described, could 
be rational, and he is unconvinced by my arguments that rational framing effects can be deployed to solve problems in 
game theory and self-control. Fisher is equally unconvinced by the normative dimension of my views on framing, but 
she focuses her attention on the final two chapters of Frame It Again, where I develop a model of frame-sensitive rea-
soning that is intended to provide a way to overcome what I call discursive deadlock (which arises, often, on so-called 
“values issues”, when standard tools and techniques for dispute resolution and collective decision-making fail). Fisher 
thinks that I am overly optimistic about the power of frames, because I over-estimate the role of frames in providing 
reasons for action (and more generally in reasoned debate), while underestimating the role of frames in signaling iden-
tity and affiliation.

In the following I begin in §5.1 by outlining how I see preferences and why I think that preferences can be frame-rela-
tive. Against that background, §5.2 then engages with Dohrn’s discussion of my claim that preferences are frame-rela-
tive in a way that opens the door to what I term quasi-cyclicality, taking this as an opportunity to explore the nature of 
preference more deeply. In §5.3 I turn to Dohrn’s objections to the thesis that quasi-cyclical preferences can be rational. 
Finally, §5.4, explains why I am more sanguine than Fisher about the prospects for frame-sensitive reasoning, although I 
certainly take on board her insightful discussion of how frames can (in the contexts she discusses) serve a signaling func-
tion that actually reinforces discursive deadlock, rather than dispelling it.

5.1.  Frame-relative preferences

The foundational principle of decision theory is the expected utility principle, which is an equation with preferences on 
one side and probabilities and utilities on the other. The principle says that an agent prefers a to b if and only if the ex-
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pected utility of a is greater than the expected utility of b, where the expected utility of an action is given by the sum of 
the utilities of the different possible outcomes of the action, each weighted by the probability that it occurs. The math-
ematical basis for the expected utility principle is typically what is called a representation theorem, proving that, pro-
vided an agent’s preferences are well-behaved and consistent in the sense of conforming to a small number of basic 
axioms, utility and probability functions can be defined in such a way that the agent comes out as an expected utility 
maximizer. As far as the representation theorem is concerned, preferences are basic, with probabilities and utilities con-
structed from them. Stepping back from the representation theorem, the doctrine of revealed preference takes prefer-
ences to be directly revealed in choice, so that choice and preference are equivalent. On this way of considering the basic 
theoretical notions of decision theory, the direction of explanation goes from agents’ preferences (as operationalized in 
their choice behavior) to their probability and utility functions.

As many have noticed, it is very tempting to see decision-theoretic probability and utility functions as regimentations 
of the folk psychological notions of belief and desire. Interpreted thus, agents’ probability functions represent their de-
grees of belief in different possible ways the world might be, while their utility functions represent how they value the 
possible outcomes in those different possible ways the world might be. On this view, the expected utility principle is a 
formal analog of the intuitive principle that people typically do what they believe will best satisfy their desires, and deci-
sion theory comes out as a formal treatment of belief-desire psychology.

Interpreting decision theory in this manner, however, requires us to treat preferences very differently. We certainly can-
not take preferences to be revealed in choice. Agents typically choose one course of action over another, and in most 
cases the action they choose will be the one that they prefer. But of course any satisfactory model of psychological expla-
nation will have to allow for a gap between preference and choice, in order to accommodate lack of self-control, weak-
ness of will, and similar phenomena. Moreover, we cannot take the structure of an agent’s preferences as given (or as 
simply revealed in choice). If we are in the business of psychological explanation then we must treat preferences not just 
as psychological entities, but also as psychologically grounded. In other words, we have to explain why an agent has the 
preferences that they do.

The question of the psychological basis for preference has not been extensively explored within decision theory (or, 
for that matter, within philosophy), but to the extent that there is a standard view, it is that the process of explaining 
where preferences come from is essentially a representation theorem in reverse. That is to say, agents’ preferences are to 
be derived from their beliefs and desires, on the basic assumption that agents prefer a to b when and only when they be-
lieve that a will satisfy their desires better than b. The basic starting-point for my discussion of frames and their role in 
practical reasoning is that this way of thinking about preferences is hopelessly impoverished. If we want to do justice to 
the complexities of practical reasoning then we need a more sophisticated model of how preferences are formed. It is 
through this more sophisticated model that frames enter the picture.

So – where do preferences come from? An obvious starting point is that preferences are grounded in valuations. We 
prefer what we value more. But where does value come from? Classical decision theory is, broadly speaking, Humean in 
spirit. That is to say, it takes practical reasoning to be purely instrumental. Agents’ valuations (their desires, ends, util-
ity assignments, pro-attitudes – whatever you want to call them) are taken as given, and the job of practical reasoning is 
to find means for satisfying those desires, or achieving those ends. Certainly, this way of considering valuations is very 
useful, and perhaps even necessary, for any systematic, formal investigation of the instrumental dimension of practical 
reasoning. But it is important to remember that it is a useful fiction. Desires, ends, utilities, and so on are not brute facts, 
like the color of one’s eyes or the size of one’s feet. They are the result of complex interactions between personal history, 
upbringing, social environment, and a wide range of psychological (and bodily) states.

We start to appreciate the role of frames in preferences when we appreciate, not just that valuations have this sort of 
complex aetiology, but also that they are neither constant nor homogenous. This variation arises through many dif-
ferent mechanisms, but for now we can focus simply on two. The first is how we perceive similarities. We often value 
things as a function of how similar they seem to other things that we value. But similarities are not simply given. The 
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similarities that we see between things are often determined by how we frame them. To take an example discussed in 
Bermúdez (2019b), genetically modified organisms (GMOs), can be viewed under a husbandry frame, or under a mo-
nopoly capitalism frame. Under the first frame, GMOs are similar to more “homely” types of selective breeding, and so 
one might value them (positively?) in line with one’s valuations of traditional agricultural activities.

Under the second frame, in contrast, the similarities are to the ways in which multinational corporations can hold 
smaller businesses hostage, and are far more likely to be negative. Nor of course do these frames themselves come out of 
nowhere. To frame something a certain way is to focus on and foreground one of its aspects. The husbandry frame is a 
natural concomitant of foregrounding the complex processes by which GMOs are derived, while the monopoly capi-
talism frame emerges when one focuses on some of the commercial practices that surround GMOs (e.g., the fact that 
farmers are often contractually required to purchase new seeds each year).

Valuations are also driven by emotional engagement and, as with perceived similarities, how one engages emotionally 
with an outcome can vary according to how it is framed. To take an example discussed at length in Ch. 6 of Frame It 
Again, there are many different ways of framing climate change. One can think about climate change under a natural 
disaster frame, for example, highlighting impacts such as droughts, landslides, storms, and so on. This way of framing 
climate change can typically provoke strong emotional responses, as is well understood by many organizations engaged 
in climate-change-related fundraising. An alternative framing might be in terms of one’s obligations to future genera-
tions. This framing is perhaps less emotive —or at least, associated with different and arguably less visceral emotional 
responses. Again, these two frames do not come out of nowhere. Each is the result of focusing and foregrounding a dif-
ferent aspect of what is indisputably a highly complex phenomenon. And framing the phenomenon one way rather 
than another will bring certain types of reason into the foreground, while making others recede into the background.

Someone who accepts the argument so far has already traveled most of the way towards frame-relative preferences and 
the possibility of quasi-cyclicality. The basic point is that preferences over outcomes can shift as a function of other psy-
chological factors (of which we have considered two, but there are of course others). Since those preference-shifting 
psychological factors can themselves be shaped and transformed by how the relevant outcomes are framed, it follows 
that preferences can depend upon how outcomes are framed, and that is all that I mean by talking about frame-relative 
preferences.

In many cases, the frame-relativity of preferences is unlikely to make much, if any, practical or theoretical difference. 
This is so particularly in what Savage called small worlds (namely, decision problems that are simple enough to support 
standard idealizations about the foreseeability of all possible consequences, and so on). Decision theorists have tended 
to take the small world cases as paradigmatic, and so relatively little attention has been paid to the difficult cases where 
frame-relativity becomes salient. These difficult cases are ones where frame-relativity leads to what is sometimes called 
preference reversal, namely, when an agent’s preferences over two possible actions changes as a function of changes in 
one or both actions. In certain circumstances, this can yield what I term quasi-cyclical preferences. Quasi-cyclical prefer-
ences arise when an agent knowingly frames a single option in two (or more) different ways. Relative to one framing he 
prefers that option to an alternative. But relative to a different framing, he prefers the alternative. Or so at least I claim. 
Dohrn, however, disagrees, as we will see in the next section.

5.2.  Quasi-cyclical preferences?

Dohrn (2026) takes me to task, with some justification, for saying that there is no such thing as making decisions over 
a purely extensional opportunity set. On one way of reading that claim, it is stronger than I need and I welcome the op-
portunity to clarify the matter. Theorists of a broadly Fregean persuasion (among whom I count myself) typically think 
that propositional attitudes, including desire and preference, can be directed at objects only under certain modes of 
presentation (i.e., only as those objects are presented in a certain way). From that perspective, there cannot be a purely 
extensional opportunity set (or indeed, any purely extensional object of propositional attitudes), simply as a matter of 
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psychological fact. But of course, that is perfectly compatible with holding that, to all intents and purposes, we make 
decisions as if we were making them over a purely extensional opportunity set. What this means is that any apparent 
breach of extensionality is instantly corrected. Suppose, for example, that I prefer a to b and b to c, unaware that a and 
c are really the same option, presented in two different ways. Even the most extensionally-minded of decision theorists 
must accept that this can sometimes occur. But what they would insist is that anyone who discovers that a and c are re-
ally just different ways of presenting a single option will revise their preference structure and decide whether they prefer 
a = c to b, or vice versa. In other words, it is simply not possible to prefer a to b and b to c, if I know that a and c are re-
ally the same option, presented in two different ways.

In the first instance, this is a descriptive issue. The question is about the nature of preference, namely, whether prefer-
ence is the sort of psychological state that would allow for the possibility of what I term quasi-cyclical preferences. My 
basic claim is that, thanks to the mechanisms sketched out above, quasi-cyclical preferences are perfectly possible. Two 
necessary conditions must be satisfied for quasi-cyclical preferences to occur. The first is that an option be framed in 
two (or more) different ways at the same time. Quasi-cyclical preferences are simultaneous. The second is that the agent 
must know that they are dealing with a single option framed in two different ways.

In Frame It Again, I discussed a range of decision problems in which I consider preferences to have a quasi-cyclical 
structure. These includes literary dilemmas (Agamemnon at Aulis, as portrayed by Aeschylus, and Shakespeare’s Mac-
beth), illustrations from game theory (including the so-called Chicken game, as well as both the Prisoner’s Dilemma 
and the Altruist’s Dilemma), patterns of choice in problems of self-control, and a range of different so-called “values” is-
sues. In his paper Dohrn offers an additional literary illustration, from Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables. Although Dohrn 
himself does not think that this example should be described in the way that I want to describe it, it seems to me to fit 
my model rather well, and so I reproduce it with gratitude. (Dohrn marks frames with italics and initial caps, placing 
the actions that they frame in parentheses.)

In volume one of Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables, Jean Valjean is faced with a tragic choice: on the 
one hand, he may turn himself in to save a ruffian who faces an unjust punishment for minor of-
fences committed by Jean Valjean himself in the distant past.

On the other hand, he may keep up his disguise. Doing so would mean to continue serving a whole 
community that depends on his entrepreneurship and charity and in particular to save the innocent 
Fantine and her child from misery and death. There is no satisfying choice. Valjean turns himself in, 
and this is intimated to be the morally right choice, but the consequences are dire: the community 
is ruined and Fantine dies. Before turning himself in, Valjean spends the whole night describing the 
situation under different frames. This is a typical case of the sort Bermúdez has in mind. Under the 
frame Serving the Community (not turning oneself in) trumps Saving the Ruffian (turning oneself 
in). Under the frame Taking Responsibility for Past Offences (turning oneself in) trumps An Innocent 
Being Punished instead of Oneself (not turning oneself in). (Dohrn, 2026, p. 237)

Both conditions upon quasi-cyclical preferences seem satisfied. First, there are two options, such that Jean Valjean si-
multaneously prefers the first to the second under one frame and the second to the first under a different frame. Sec-
ond, moreover, he is completely clear that these are two different ways of viewing a single option.

Dohrn disagrees, however. He raises two objections. The first has to do with the nature of agency, and specifically the relation 
between agency and acting upon a preference. He argues that, if things were as I describe them, then it would not be correct to 
describe Jean Valjean as acting. Dohrn’s second objection focuses on how preferences are attributed, arguing that attributing 
to Jean Valjean a quasi-cyclical preference structure would fall foul of plausible constraints upon preference attribution.

Dohrn’s first objection rests upon the following condition, which he thinks holds in every case of genuine agency:

Necessary Condition: Doing (acting so as to make real) O1 rather than O2 is a case of conscious, 
deliberate, voluntary agency only if one does not prefer O2 over O1. (Dohrn, 2026, p. 235)
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We know that Jean Valjean did in fact turn himself in (O1). So, by the necessary condition, it must be the case that he 
did not prefer not turning himself in (O2) to turning himself (O1). But, if he has quasi-cyclical preferences, then he does 
prefer not turning himself in (O2) to turning himself (O1). So, Dohrn concludes, this cannot be a case of genuine ac-
tion.

The problem here is that Necessary Condition is not convincing as it stands. On the face of it, there are obvious coun-
ter-examples. Suppose that I prefer eating chocolate ice cream (O2) to eating raspberry sorbet (O1). I might nonethe-
less act so as to make (O2) real, if, for example, I am unaware that the result of my action will be making (O1) real. So, at 
a minimum, the condition needs to be reformulated to make clear that one is doing (O1) qua (O1) – that is to say, that 
one is doing O1 knowingly and under that description. Thus:

Necessary Condition (*): Doing (acting so as to make real) O1 rather than O2, when one does 
O1 knowingly and qua O1, is a case of conscious, deliberate, voluntary agency only if one does not 
prefer O2 over O1.

But now we need to ask what it is to do O1 knowingly and qua O1. In many cases, there will not be multiple ways of de-
scribing O1 – or more accurately, because there are always multiple ways of describing any action, there will not be mul-
tiple ways of describing (framing) O1 that have potential implications for the structure of the agent’s preferences. In 
such cases, as stated earlier, we can to all intents and purposes make decisions as if we were making them over a purely 
extensional opportunity set (even though Necessary Condition (*) is not formulated extensionally).

The whole point of the Jean Valjean example, though, is that this is a case where there are multiple ways of describing 
(framing) O1 that do have potential implications for the structure of the agent’s preferences. And so, when applying 
Necessary Condition (*), we need to bring in one of the ways in which Jean Valjean is framing (O1). So, let us say that 
what he actually does is FA(O1) – where this denotes O1 as framed in terms of FA. But once we have frames in play, the 
argument breaks down, because there is nothing that Jean Valjean prefers to FA(O1). It is true that there is something 
that Jean Valjean prefers to FB(O1), but FA(O1) and FB(O1) are different objects of choice, even though (let us assume) 
Jean Valjean knows that they are different ways of framing the act of turning oneself in. This is the basic difference be-
tween having cyclical preferences and having quasi-cyclical preferences. Cyclical preferences fall foul of the problem 
that, for any possible action, there is some action that the agent prefers to it. Preferences that are quasi-cyclical do not 
have this problem, however, because they arise in contexts that are too complex to support the simplifying assumption 
that we are making choices over a purely extensional decision set.

The first objection does not, therefore, provide independent grounds for rejecting the idea of quasi-cyclical preferences, 
because nobody who accepts that there are preferences with a quasi-cyclical structure will be moved by Dohrn’s descrip-
tion of the situation. This is a good moment to shift attention to Dohrn’s second objection, because he offers a direct 
argument from basic principles that he takes to govern preference-attribution to the incoherence of what I am terming 
quasi-cyclicality.

Here is what Dohrn describes as a heuristic principle governing how preferences are attributed:

An agent either prefers O1 to O2 or is indifferent between O1 to O2 and does not prefer O2 to O1 
if the agent consciously, upon careful reflection, and voluntarily chooses O1 over O2 when she 
is placed so as to choose either O1 or O2 and does not ignore any fact that would influence her 
choice. (Dohrn, 2026, p. 235)

Note that this is a sufficiency claim, not a necessity claim. The claim is that the presence of a conscious, reflective, and 
voluntary choice of O1 over O2 entails, at a minimum, that O2 not be preferred over O1 – not that preferring O1 over 
O2 requires a conscious, reflective, and voluntary choice of O1 over O2.

Dohrn then comments:
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A criterion of this sort does not sit well with attributing quasi-cyclical preferences. Take again 
the example of Macbeth: as a matter of fact, Macbeth kills Duncan (O2) rather than not killing 
him (O1). Yet by assumption, he prefers both (i) Fulfilling his Double Duty (O1) to Murdering 
the King (O2) and (ii) Bravely Taking the Throne (O2) to Backing Away from his Resolution 
to Make the Prophecy Come True (O1). Only framed preferences (ii) conform to the choice. It 
seems plausible that we can attribute a preference for O2 over O1 to Macbeth. Given the trans-
parency of framed preferences, these preferences correspond to (ii). Yet what reason do we have 
to attribute framed preferences (i) rather than mere wishes, desires etc.? (Dohrn, 2026, p. 235)

There is something of an equivocation running through this passage. When he applies the heuristic principle quoted 
above, he does so to distinguish between the following:

(i)	 Fulfilling his Double Duty (O1) is preferred to Murdering the King (O2)
(ii)	 Bravely Taking the Throne (O2) is preferred to Backing Away from his Resolution to Make the Prophecy Come True 

(O1).

His initial point is that what Macbeth actually does supports (maybe: requires) attributing to him the second prefer-
ence, which is of course a frame-relative preference. But he then redescribes what is going on as Macbeth preferring O2 
over O1, with the frames dropping out of the picture. Why does he make this move, which on its face seems somewhat 
question-begging?

The most likely explanation (to my mind) is that he was never really talking about frame-relative preferences at all. If he 
had been exploring the relation between preference and choice at the level of frame-relative preferences he would have 
acknowledged that it is far from straightforward to apply his sufficiency criterion. In situations such as Macbeth’s (or 
Agamemnon’s, or Jean Valjean’s), there is no straightforward inference from an action tout court to a preference. What 
matters is not just what somebody does, but how and why they do it. For Macbeth’s killing Duncan to warrant attrib-
uting to him the preferences outlined in (ii), it must be the case not just that he kills Duncan, but that he kills Duncan 
in the interests of Bravely Taking the Throne – and, pari passu, it must be the case, not just that he rejects the option of 
not killing Duncan, but that he rejects it under the frame Backing Away from his Resolution to Make the Prophecy Come 
True. Without these qualifications, there would be no reason to attribute to Macbeth the preference in (ii), rather than 
the inversion of the preference in (i), viz.

(i)	 * Murdering the King (O2) is preferred to Fulfilling his Double Duty (O1).

As I read the play, however, attributing to Macbeth the preference in (i)* would completely misrepresent his conative 
and affective state, even though it is true that he opts for O2 over O1.

I suspect, however, that at this point Dohrn will ask how we might go about attributing to Macbeth a preference struc-
ture richer than be straightforwardly read off from his actions. What grounds might we have, in other words, for distin-
guishing between the preference described in (ii) and the preference described in (i)*? We know that Macbeth does ac-
tually choose O2 over O1, and so, per the revised version of the Necessary Condition, we can be confident that he does 
prefer O2 to O1, provided that he chooses O2 knowingly and qua O2. But both ways of framing O2 would satisfy this 
condition, and so what grounds would there be for attributing one rather than the other?

At this point it helps to remember that verbal behavior is behavior too! In the case of Macbeth we are fortunate to 
have a lot of verbal behavior to go on in determining how he was framing the action of killing Duncan and the evi-
dence is, I believe, overwhelming that (ii) captures the structure of his preferences much better than (i)*. Of course, 
one cannot always read people’s preferences straightforwardly off their verbal behavior, any more than one can read 
them straightforwardly off their non-verbal behavior. There are always possibilities of self-deception, insincerity, 
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and so forth. Attributing preferences is a holistic matter of inference to the best explanation, weighing what people 
do in the light of what they say (and do not say) about the different options they take themselves to have. It is not 
always straightforward, particularly not in the type of situation where it might be appropriate to attribute quasi-cy-
clical preferences. But it is an activity that we engage in all the time, because really what is at stake is identifying the 
reasons that people have for acting the way they do. It is not easy to imagine what social life would be like if we were 
not able to make the sort of discriminations that would allow us to attribute the preference described in (ii) rather 
than the preference described in (i)*.

Dohrn might respond by conceding the point with respect to preference-attributions that are grounded in actual 
choice, while holding out against preference-attributions that go against choice behavior. This would still be an effec-
tive strategy against the possibility of attributing quasi-cyclical preferences. This seems a tough row to hoe, however. It 
is not remotely plausible to say that we can never attribute preferences that go against choice behavior. There are many 
situations where we want to say that people act counter-preferentially. In fact this is often taken to be an index of prac-
tical irrationality. This is most obvious in cases of lack of self-control or weakness of will —how could we even describe 
the phenomenon if we were not allowed to talk about people preferring a over b, but nonetheless doing b? There also 
seem to be cases where people are manipulated into acting against what it seems right to describe as their real prefer-
ences. This is a very plausible way of describing what happens when people are seduced by cults, as well as in more quo-
tidian types of scams. In all of these cases, when we say that a is preferred to b, even though the agent actually performs 
b, we are really saying that the agent would have performed a if various other factors had not been in play (self-decep-
tion, manipulation, undue influence, and so on). Plainly in cases such as those we can have perfectly good grounds for 
making such counterfactual claims. So what reasons could there be for denying that we can attribute preferences in situ-
ations that invite analysis in terms of quasi-cyclical preferences?

At this point, the only viable strategy for Dohrn would be to deny that these are really cases of preference. As he puts it 
in the passage quoted above, “what reason do we have to attribute framed preferences (i) rather than mere wishes, de-
sires etc.?”. As he notes, this is a strategy that has also been proposed by others (e.g., Guala, 2022) as an objection to 
quasi-cyclical preferences. It seems reasonable to expect, though, that it should generalize to cover the other sorts of 
cases discussed in the previous chapter. The problem is that it does not describe them accurately. There is a fundamen-
tal difference between (a) doing something even though I desire not to do it, and (b) doing something even though I 
prefer not doing it to doing it. There is nothing particularly puzzling or troubling about the first. Life is full of things 
that one does even though one desires something else incompatible with doing it —you might go to the gym, for exam-
ple, even though at some level you desire to stay at home— or even simply desire not to go to the gym. This is hardly an 
example of practical irrationality. It is simply a case where one desire outweighs another. Cases of the second type, how-
ever, seem qualitatively different. The problem in cases of lack of self-control is, to put it in terms of desire, that I desire 
not to do what I actually do more than I desire to do it —as when, for example, I stay at home even though I desire to go 
to the gym more than I desire to stay at home. That is why these are typically described as cases of practical irrational-
ity. The problem is not just that I have conflicting desires. It is that I act against those desires. Once the matter is put in 
these terms, however, we are really talking about preferences. The first case, where my desire to go to the gym outweighs 
my desire to stay at home, is naturally described in terms of my preferring going to the gym to staying at home, and then 
acting in accordance with that preference. In the second case, I have the same preference, but act against it. We cannot 
describe this case, or any of the others, without talking about agents having preferences that run counter to what they 
actually do. Since we do describe these cases all the time, it follows that we have techniques that work for attributing 
preferences (not just wishes and desires) that run counter to what we actually do. Those are the very techniques that we 
can use to attribute preferences in cases of quasi-cyclicality.

To conclude this section, Dohrn’s thought-provoking arguments against the possibility of quasi-cyclical preferences are 
not in the last analysis convincing, despite opening up a range of very interesting questions. But quasi-cyclical prefer-
ences can be possible without being rational, and so the next section will explore Dohrn’s objections to my arguments 
for the existence of rational quasi-cyclical preferences.
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5.3.  Preferences that are quasi-cyclical and rational?

In section 3 of his paper, Dohrn suspends his skepticism about quasi-cyclicality and assesses my arguments that there 
can be rational quasi-cyclical preferences. That such patterns of preference exist is one of the main claims of Frame It 
Again: New Tools for Rational Decision-Making, where quasi-cyclical preferences are the new tools referred to in the 
subtitle. I try to make the case in multiple domains, but the basic line of argument is similar in each case, summarized in 
Bermúdez (2022) in the following three propositions:

(H1):

Frames and framing factor into decision-making by making one dimension/attribute/ value of 
the decision problem highly salient, which influences how the subject engages emotionally and 
affectively.

(H2):

Quasi-cyclical preferences are likely to be found in decision-problems that are sufficiently complex 
and multi-faceted that they cannot be subsumed under a single dimension/attribute/value. Differ-
ent frames engage different affective and emotional responses, which the decision-maker cannot re-
solve either by ignoring all the frames except one or by subsuming them into a larger frame.

(H3):

Framing effects and quasi-cyclical preferences can be rational in circumstances where it is ra-
tional to have a complex and multi-faced response to a complex and multi-faceted situation.

The approach here is diametrically opposed to the standard emphasis on small-world decision-making, focusing on the 
hard cases rather than the easy ones. It may be that hard cases make bad law, but they do, I claim, provide important in-
sights into rational decision-making.

Dohrn’s criticisms arise out of an independently interesting distinction that he draws between two different ways of 
evaluating the rationality of a set of preferences. We can assess the rationality of the decision-making processes that lead 
up to those preferences. This is what he calls input-rationality. Alternatively, we can consider the output-rationality of a 
set of preferences, by assessing how those preferences serve to guide action. Dohrn applies the distinction to his example 
of Jean Valjean, as discussed in the previous section.

Dohrn concedes (somewhat guardedly - see his n. 8) that Jean Valjean’s quasi-cyclical preferences could be described as 
input-rational, thereby accepting my suggestion in (H3): “ In this sense, one may argue, following Bermúdez, that Jean 
Valjean’s practice of framing and reframing is an adequate way of responding to his morally complex situation, and this 
practice may rationalize forming not only conflicting desires or wishes in responding to conflicting demands, but also 
forming quasi-cyclical preferences.” (Dohrn, 2026, p. 237) However, drawing on his arguments (discussed in the previ-
ous section) about the connection between preference and action, he thinks that it is in principle impossible for quasi-
cyclical preferences to be output-rational. This is because, he claims, whatever option an agent with quasi-cyclical pref-
erences decides upon, the quasi-cyclicality of his preferences ensures that there will be another option that he prefers to 
it. Here is the argument:

[…] whenever one has quasi-cyclical preferences FA(O1) over FB(O2) and FC(O2) over FD(O1), 
one cannot choose one action without violating the demands of rationality: if one chooses O1, 
there is an alternative O2 that one prefers to it (albeit under a certain frame), and if one chooses 
O2, there is an alternative O1 that one prefers to it (albeit under another frame), and one knows 
this. In sum, by Bermúdez’s own lights, quasi-cyclical preferences are just as irrational as cyclical 
preferences as far as output-rationality is concerned. (Dohrn, 2026, p. 238)
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if Dohrn’s analysis is correct, then quasi-cyclical preferences cannot guide rational action, since one cannot be acting ra-
tionally in performing, say, O1 if there is an (available) option that one prefers to O1.

Of course, as Dohrn recognizes in his two parentheses, his characterization of the preference structure is somewhat 
contentious, in ways that were discussed in the previous section. Quasi-rational preferences only block rational agency 
(as he puts it) if one ignores the frames. After all, as Dorhn himself describes the situation, there is nothing that Jean 
Valjean prefers to FA(O1). There is something that he prefers to FC(O1), but the whole point of the analysis is that 
FA(O1) ≠ FC(O1). So, on this point, it certainly seems open to me to dig my heels in and insist that in this case we are 
dealing with frame-relative preferences. From a dialectical point of view, it should be noted that it seems difficult for 
Dohrn to hold simultaneously (a) that Jean Valjean’s frame-relative preferences are input-rational, and (b) that we 
should ignore the frames when we are considering output-rationality.

Be that as it may, there is a real difficulty not too far away, noted by Dohrn and earlier by Richard Pettigrew (2022). 
There is an inherent instability about quasi-rational preferences, in the sense that what agents choose depends upon 
which frame they are in and ex hypothesi these are situations where the dominant framing is constantly changing. So, 
what does happen when someone with quasi-cyclical preferences acts? How does an essentially unstable preference 
structure get resolved in a way that allows it to be translated into action? It looks as if there are two alternatives, neither 
particularly palatable from the perspective of someone who believes in the rationality of quasi-cyclical preferences. The 
first alternative, proposed by Pettigrew, is that the process of resolution is one of settling on a set of non-cyclical prefer-
ences (most obviously, by settling on one frame, to the complete exclusion of the other). If this is the correct account, 
then it is hard to make the case that quasi-cyclical preferences are rational, since (rational) action is only made by pos-
sible by eliminating quasi-cyclicality. The second alternative, to which Dohrn seems sympathetic, is that agents with 
quasi-cyclical preferences simply ending up acting on the basis of whichever frame happens to be salient at the time of 
action. If this is the correct account, then, as Dohrn puts it, “acting on quasi-cyclical preferences becomes subject to ac-
cidental circumstances in a way that conflict with our expectancies for rational action. It just so happens that one fram-
ing rather than the other is salient so as to guide one’s action.” (Dohrn, 2026, p. 238)

The first option is no doubt a correct description of some cases. Many agents with quasi-cyclical preferences will strive 
to restore consistency (in the textbook sense). In Frame It Again I pointed out that there are constraints both upon 
how it can be rational to frame things and upon the rational co-tenability of different frames (see particularly Ch. 10). 
It may well be that thinking through those constraints in a particular case will lead a decision-maker to modulate from 
quasi-cyclical preferences to preferences that are completely non-cyclical. Or perhaps they will find an overarching 
frame that resolves quasi-cyclicality. It would be foolish to deny that these things can take place, but no less undesirable 
(I think) to insist either that they always take place as a matter of fact, or that rational decision-making always requires 
them as a matter of principle. So, we should look at the second option. Here, Dohrn is surely correct that, in some sense 
of ‘salience’, an agent who acts against a background of quasi-cyclical preferences will act on the reasons provided by 
whatever frame is salient at the time of action. But does that make action arbitrary in the way he implies? Everything 
depends, of course, on how and why a frame becomes salient.

There certainly seem to be cases of non-arbitrary salience. Self-control is a good example (as discussed in Chapter 7 of 
Frame It Again, and earlier in Bermúdez, 2018a). There is a longstanding puzzle of explaining how the exercise of self-
control is even possible within the constraints of traditional theories of choice, if we take self-control to involve over-
riding short-term satisfaction at the point of choice in the interests of longer-term gain, and we take it as axiomatic that 
agents will do what they most prefer. If longer-term gain is desired more strongly than short-term satisfaction, then 
there does not appear to be a problem at all —it is an easy win for long-term gain. But if, on the other hand, the de-
sire for short-term motivation is stronger, then it is hard to see how longer-term gain can get a foothold at all. My sug-
gestion is that we can do justice by taking into account different ways of framing the short-term satisfaction and the 
longer-term gain in a way that gives the agent quasi-cyclical preferences. The agent prefers Immediate Satisfaction to 
Longer-term Gain. That is why there is a problem. On the other hand, the agent also prefers Resisting Temptation to 
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Immediate Satisfaction. These are quasi-cyclical preferences, because Longer-term Gain and Resisting Temptation are the 
same option, differently framed, and the agent exercising self-control surely knows this. For self-control actually to be 
exercised, the Resisting Temptation frame must be more salient than the Longer-term Gain frame. But in many cases it 
would be odd to describe this as arbitrary, and hence irrational. People who exercise self-control often do so as part of a 
carefully thought-out life-plan and as the result of painstakingly developed techniques for avoiding temptation, and so 
on. In many cases that will surely make it reasonable to describe their self-controlled action as rational.

Extrapolating, quasi-cyclical preferences do indeed present a challenge when we think about the rationality of action, 
because determining whether an action is rational or not will depend upon a broader assessment of the rationality of 
a particular frame being salient. That broader assessment, in turn, will need to go beyond the immediate context of 
the action, taking a much more holistic perspective on the agent’s motivations and psychological profile. The lesson to 
draw is that, in the type of cases that can plausibly be analyzed in terms of quasi-cyclical preferences, the rationality of 
an action cannot simply be read off the structure of an agent’s preferences. But that seems the right result for complex 
situations.

Still, one might reasonably ask what can be said about first-person reasoning with frames, as opposed to the third per-
son determinations of whether an action is rational or not.25 It would be natural to ask, for example, how and when, in 
situations where an agent has quasi-cyclical preferences, the rationality of an action can be a function of how an agent 
reasons with frames —and, more generally, of how an agent can reason within and across frames. This brings us to Sa-
rah Fisher’s very interesting contribution to this special issue, which will be the focus of the next section.

5.4.  Tackling discursive deadlock

The previous section briefly considered an important question that arises for anyone who thinks, as I do, that quasi-
cyclical preferences can be rational. Quasi-cyclical preferences emerge when an agent is knowingly framing a single op-
tion, or multiple options, in different ways. In §5.1 we looked at various ways in which such multiple framing might 
come about, as a function, inter alia, of different forms of emotional engagement and perceived similarities. Frames do 
not come out of nowhere. They are reflections (and refractions) of an agent’s broader psychological and cognitive pro-
file. But, one might ask, to what extent are they under an agent’s control? And, in particular, to what extent can agents 
reason within and across frames? These are pressing questions that arise even if it is conceded (with (H3) above) that 
framing effects and quasi-cyclical preferences can be rational in circumstances where it is rational to have a complex and 
multi-faced response to a complex and multi-faceted situation. That simply tells us the circumstances in which it can be 
rationally permissible to have quasi-cyclical preferences, but not how an agent might reason their way to quasi-cyclical 
preferences or how they might reason with them. 

Both of these questions are tackled in Chs. 10 and 11 of Frame It Again, where I offered (a) an account of some of the 
normative constraints that I take to hold upon an agent holding multiple frames simultaneously, and (b) a model of 
what I termed frame-sensitive or non-Archimedean reasoning. I argued that (a) and (b) could be deployed to help defuse 
the discursive deadlock that has become endemic in political and other forms of social discourse. Sarah Fisher’s origi-
nal and insightful contribution takes issue with my suggestions for using non-Archimedean reasoning to defuse discur-
sive deadlock, because she thinks that I focus too heavily on how frames provide reasons, neglecting the ways in which 
frames serve to signal identity and affiliation. Her (somewhat dispiriting) conclusion is that the effect of deploying 
frames can be the very opposite of what I propose, namely, to reinforce the very types of communicative dynamic that 
generate tribalism and polarization.

25	 For more on this distinction between thinking about rationality in first- and third-person terms, see my Decision Theory and Rationality 
(Bermúdez, 2009), particularly Ch. 1.



José Luis Bermúdez

326	 Theoria, 2026, 41/2, 283-338

To take a step back, here is a passage from Frame It Again that Fisher also quotes to illustrate the basic phenomenon of 
discursive deadlock:

Suppose that I am trying to make my mind up on a complicated and emotive issue, such as 
whether to support a political candidate whose views are broadly aligned with mine, except on 
the issue of the pledge of allegiance. He believes, while I do not, that children should have the op-
portunity to pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States every morning at the start of the 
school day. [Footnote omitted] Underlying the dispute is our framing the pledge in different 
ways. For him, it is an expression of patriotism and a reverence for the values that he thinks un-
derpin the American constitution and the American way of life. In contrast, I, like many people 
who grew up in Europe, have an inherent distrust of flags, which I tend to frame from a historical 
perspective. Hitler, Mussolini, and Franco all came wrapped up in flags and the dominant image 
of a flag to my mind is of hundreds of thousands of people saluting the swastika at the Nurem-
berg rallies. (Bermúdez, 2020, p. 235)

I term the two frames here Flag and No Flag.

The graphic in Figure 1 presents the four elements of the model of frame-sensitive reasoning with which Fisher engages.

Figure 1

Figure 11.1 from Bermúdez (2020)

In a little more detail:

Reflexive decentering. Flag and No Flag need to recognize that they are each framing the pledge of 
allegiance issue in fundamentally different ways, and that these framing differences are the source 
of their disagreement and deadlock. So, a frame-sensitive reasoner confronted with a sufficiently 
complex and multifaceted decision problem will need to start by stepping outside their initial 
framing of an action or outcome in order to reflect upon the frame itself.

Imaginative simulation. Frame-sensitive reasoners then need to imagine what it would be like to 
frame things completely differently, and then to simulate actually being in that frame. This simu-
lation extends to the beliefs, desires, and other affective attitudes of someone in that other frame, 
so that the agent sees the world from the perspective of that frame.

Perspectival flexibility. Frame-sensitive reasoning involves considering multiple frames simulta-
neously. Rational preferences are held for reasons and different frames bring different reasons 
into play. One needs to be able to adopt multiple frames simultaneously in order to evaluate how 
those reasons interact, and hence fully to appreciate the complexity of the decision problem.
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Reason construction and juxtaposition. Different frames bring different reasons into play in multi-
ple ways. How an outcome or action is framed can foreground some reason-giving feature while 
downplaying another – as when Flag foregrounds one sentence in the pledge of allegiance while 
No Flag foregrounds a different one. Another way is for the framing to bring into play a reason-
giving similarity to some other (appropriately framed) action or outcome. Or framing an out-
come a certain way can express a particular value in a particular way. Appreciating these requires 
being able to see how values and emotions refracted through frames can yield reasons, and how 
different frames can yield different reasons.

As Fisher points out, this all depends on thinking of frames primarily in terms of the reasons that they provide. The 
exercise is one of appreciating how different frames can provide different reasons and thereby coming to a fuller un-
derstanding of what is, ex hypothesi, a complex and multi-faceted decision problem. One possibility (the ideal case, no 
doubt) is that this process will reveal hitherto neglected common ground. Even if it fails to do that, one might hope for 
a decrease in animosity, and correlatively a move towards civil discourse.

Fisher finds these aims laudable, but overly optimistic, taking issue primarily with my focus on how frames operate to 
provide reasons. While I see frames as playing important roles in processes of generating, discovering, and articulating 
reasons, and hence more broadly as powerful tools in rational debate and conflict resolution, she argues that frames can 
work in ways that run counter to, and serve to undermine, those reason-governed activities. To my rationalistic way of 
looking at frames, she contrasts a view of frames that is, if not anti-rationalistic, then a-rationalistic.

To appreciate her argument we need to start with how she understands frames:

Considered in the broadest sense, framing and frames concern how things are presented—
whether privately in individual reflection or publicly in social interactions. Our narrower focus 
here will be on how entities, individuals, or states of affairs are articulated in language. 

Here I am cleaving closely to how ‘framing’ and ‘frame’ are used by Tversky and Kahneman in 
their seminal studies of framing effects (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981, 1986; Kahneman & Tver-
sky, 1984) and by many subsequent psychologists (see, for example, the survey of framing studies 
by Levin et al. (1998)). These researchers typically characterise the frames they are investigating 
as alternative descriptions.

It should be noted that the psychological research focuses on articulations assumed to be logi-
cally equivalent (such as ‘one quarter full’ and ‘three-quarters empty’, or ‘eighty percent die’ and 
‘twenty percent survive’). Following Bermúdez (2020), I will use ‘frame’ more broadly here, to 
include articulations that are not logically equivalent but are nevertheless understood to be con-
cern the same thing in the context at hand. For example, I might characterise checking my emails 
as “my least favourite task” or “the next item on my to-do list”. Insofar as these two sequences of 
words are understood to be characterising one and the same activity, they constitute alternative 
frames for it. (Fisher, 2026, p. 246)

This highly language-focused way of thinking about frames is very much in line with influential work in cognitive lin-
guistics (e.g., Lakoff and Johnson, 1980; Lakoff, 2004), but her view of framing is considerably narrower than mine, 
and this will turn out to be important.

In thinking about how frames function lexically, Fisher sees an important analogy with the pragmatic function of slurs 
and dogwhistles, both of which she interprets, not implausibly, as functioning as linguistic tools for signaling identity 
and affiliation. She summarizes her overall position:

I wish to suggest that alternative framings of complex social and political issues, of the kind Bermú-
dez discusses, can themselves signal affiliation with distinct communities of speakers. Indeed, as will 
be discussed, someone’s choice of frame in public debate and collective decision-making might ul-
timately have less to do with the reason elucidated by the frame and more to do with building and 



José Luis Bermúdez

328	 Theoria, 2026, 41/2, 283-338

maintaining social alliances. By the same token, the adoption of an opponent’s frame could func-
tion less as an exercise in rational due diligence than as the enactment of an antagonistic social iden-
tity, with concomitant risks of alienation and ostracization. (Fisher, 2026, p. 251)

If frames function primarily as social signals in this way, then the prospects for the type of non-Archimedean reason-
ing sketched out above start to look rather dim. On Fisher’s view, the frames are not the problem, but rather an effect of 
the problem: “On this analysis, it is upstream socialisation and identity formation which may often turn out to be the 
real source of discursive deadlock, not frame-sensitive appreciation of only some reasons” (2026, p. 253). If this is right, 
then attempts to bridge over to different framings are likely to be not only very difficult and perhaps traumatic, but also 
fraught with social risk.

One of the most interesting parts of Fisher’s argument is her analysis of how social media work to reinforce the signal-
ing function of frames and, correlatively, to crowd out the reason-giving and deliberative aspects of frames. She high-
lights three structural features of social media in particular.

Connectivity Social media platforms are designed to promote social bonding – with friends, fam-
ily, and total strangers, rather than reasoned debate or transmitting professionally produced con-
tent. The goal of social bonding promotes signaling of shared identities and affiliations and so in 
turn promotes ways of linguistic framing that achieve that signaling (the in-group frames) – and 
correlatively of discouraging adoption of frames that do not belong within the group.

Publicity and social sanctions The amplifying effect of social media is well-known, as its capacity 
for generating vituperative backlash. This can come from in-groups no less than out-groups - in 
the case of in-groups it can be in the service of policing shared social norms. The fear of in-group 
policing is a further disincentive to publicly adopting any sort of out-group framing.

Decontextualization Social media interventions are typically short and their appearance in indi-
vidual feeds is algorithmically determined in ways that obscure whatever context they might orig-
inally have had, and clarifications in comments easily get buried. Given the potential social sanc-
tions noted above, this has the effect of promoting discourse in which identity and affiliation are 
clearly signaled, to avoid the costs of ambiguity and misinterpretation. (Fisher, 2026, 248-249)

In sum, the communicative dynamics of social media platforms reinforce discursive deadlock through structures that 
encourage in-group framing and actively work against what I call reflexive decentering and perspectival flexibility, with-
out which non-Archimedean reasoning cannot get started.

What Fisher says about the pernicious effects of social media is insightful, and she has promising suggestions for miti-
gating those effects, at least partially. I am not yet convinced, though, that the prospects are as dim as she takes them to 
be for using frame-sensitive reasoning to break discursive deadlock. The basic problem with her argument is that it mis-
locates the terrain, so to speak, of non-Archimedean reasoning, for reasons that go back to her original characterization 
of what frames are and how they work. Let us look again at her diagnosis of discursive deadlock: “ . . . it is upstream so-
cialisation and identity formation which may often turn out to be the real source of discursive deadlock, not frame-sen-
sitive appreciation of only some reasons” (2026, p. 253). I do not think that we should accept this distinction. One of 
the basic take-home messages of Frame It Again and my other works on framing is that the type of frames in which I am 
most interested are key elements in what Fisher terms “upstream socialisation and identity formation” (Fisher, 2026, 
p. 253). Of course, these are not the only frames that there are, but it is important to distinguish the forms of framing 
that I am discussing from those that are studied by cognitive linguists and experimental psychologists.

In a recent paper (Bermúdez, 2025), I work with Erving Goffman’s very general notion of frames as “schemata of inter-
pretation” that allow individuals “to locate, perceive, identify, and label” (1974, p. 21). Frames make salient one dimen-
sion, attribute, or value of a situation or decision problem. But this can occur in different ways. The classic framing ex-
periments, replicated many times since Tverksy and Kahneman (1981), show that people tend to be risk-averse when 
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outcomes are framed in terms of potential gain and risk-seeking when they are framed in terms of potential losses.26 We 
can think about it in terms of priming. The gain frame priming risk-aversion and the loss frame priming risk-seeking.

In the social media contexts that Fisher discusses, frames seem to be functioning in something like this priming sort of 
way. They signal affiliation and identity by eliciting, perhaps even provoking, certain types of response, which is part of 
the explanation for the visceral reactions that Fisher describes. There is a type of triggering effect at work. That this is 
an important phenomenon is beyond dispute. And Fisher is surely correct in two of her main claims. First, the priming/
triggering effect of this type of framing is primarily a linguistic phenomenon (and, in fact, a linguistic phenomenon that 
sometimes co-opts the slurs, dogwhistles, and related phenomena that she discusses in the first part of her paper). And 
second, these types of framing are essentially upstream of identity formation and socialisation. This is a discursive mode 
into which one enters with one’s identity fully formed, so to speak.

There are obviously many differences between how frames operate to prime, say, risk-seeking behavior, on the one 
hand, and, say, xenophobia, on the other. For one thing, the first is typically an experimental artefact (some would say: 
the result of experimental manipulation), while the second can be consciously adopted and refined. But the basic com-
monality is that they are both essentially non-reflective. By this I mean, not that no thought can go into them, but 
rather that they are not part of an agent’s deliberative reflection on how and why they should act, what they should be-
lieve, or what they should want. They are not, in short, part of what John McDowell calls “the space of reasons”.

In this regard, then, I take them to be fundamentally different from the types of frames on which I focus in Frame It 
Again and elsewhere. The features of a situation, thing, or action that these reflective frames make salient are precisely 
their reason-giving features. Of course, here as elsewhere, there are degrees. Shakespearean soliloquies capture the most 
rarified and elevated forms of deliberative reflection. Likewise for the other literary examples. Other forms of fram-
ing are much more quotidian. The self-control example is considerably less dramatic than Macbeth. But it is still in the 
space of reasons. My suggestion is that an agent grappling with temptation, whether on a one-off basis or when trying to 
develop an overarching strategy, can use different ways of framing the short-term and long-term gains as part of the de-
cision-making process.

The same holds for the game-theoretic examples discussed in Ch. 9 of Frame It Again (and briefly discussed in Dohrn’s 
contribution). I took inspiration from Michael Bacharach’s model of what he calls mode-P reasoning, which adopts a 
“We”- frame, rather than an individualistic “I”-frame (Bacharach, 2006). One of my points of difference with Bacha-
rach, however, concerns how the shift from the “I”-frame to the “We”-frame occurs. Whereas Bacharach explicitly sees 
this as a priming effect (where the shift to the “We”-frame is primed by structural features of the social interaction = 
game) I argue at length that adopting the “We”-frame is something that can, and should, be done for reasons – not least 
because there are many occasions (including the very situations of tribalism and group-think against which Fisher so el-
oquently warns us) on which one might hope that reason would direct us away from the “We”-frame.

In sum, while I find Fisher’s discussion of frames both insightful and enlightening, and her cautionary comments about 
framing in social media well taken, what she says is not directly relevant to the type of framing on which I place most 
emphasis. The frames that she discusses all fall outside of the space of reasons and are, in her phrase, “upstream” of pro-
cesses of socialization and identity formation, whereas what I want to emphasize is the reason-governed role that frames 
can play in those very processes.

*  *  *

My thanks once again to Daniel Dohrn and Sarah Fisher for their stimulating and complementary discussions. I have 
greatly benefited from the opportunity to think through the important issues that they raise.

26	 See Chs. 1 and 2 of Bermúdez (2020) for illustrations and references from multiple domains.
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6.  Active inference, the free energy principle, and Marr’s tri-level hypothesis: Reply to Jurjako

In Philosophy of Psychology: A Contemporary Introduction (Bermúdez, 2005b) and the first two editions of my textbook 
Cognitive Science: An Introduction to the Science of the Mind (Bermúdez, 2010, 2014) I made some fairly strong claims 
about the limitations as a general tool for cognitive science of the type of tri-level analysis pioneered by David Marr 
(Marr, 1982). Marr’s distinction between computational, algorithmic, and implementational levels, his discussion of 
the relations between them, and his use of them to give a detailed analysis of the visual system have rightly been thought 
to be paradigms of cognitive science and one of the discipline’s real success stories. But, I argued, there are in principle 
limits to how widely Marr’s tri-level hypothesis can be applied in cognitive science. I conjectured that it is probably ap-
plicable only to modular systems and was very definite that it could not be applied to the mind as a whole.

As Jurjako (2026) tactfully points out, that was a while ago and things have moved on since I made those arguments. 
He offers an intriguing argument that more recent work on active inference and the free energy principle has opened up 
possibilities for applying Marr’s tri-level model much more generally. In fact, he makes the strong claim that the free-en-
ergy principle can be used to give a computational account of the function of the mind as a whole, in a way that allows 
us to model it algorithmically and then explore how its algorithmic basis is neurally implemented.

Jurjako’s paper raises a number of interesting and important issues, and I am grateful to him for pointing out the im-
portance of the active inference paradigm and the free energy principle, both in connection with Marr’s tri-level hy-
pothesis and more generally in cognitive science. This response, though, explains why I think that, despite the theo-
ry’s many theoretical merits and explanatory power, analyses of cognition based on the free energy principle do not fit 
the Marrian template. The first section briefly recapitulates my reasons for skepticism about extending Marr’s tri-level 
model beyond the realm of the modular. The second section presents Jurjako’s principal claims, to which I respond in 
the third and final section.

6.1.  Marr’s tri-level hypothesis

Marr famously suggested that certain types of cognitive systems, such as the early visual system, can be analyzed at three 
different levels.

The computational level

Analysis at the computational level specifies the system’s function or role by specifying the infor-
mation-processing task that the system is configured to solve. Marr’s computational analysis of 
the early visual system is, in essence, that its role is to transform information from the retina into 
a representation of the three-dimensional shape and spatial arrangement of an object.

The algorithmic level

An algorithmic analysis specifies algorithms that perform the information-processing task iden-
tified at the computational level. Information-processing algorithms are step-by-step procedures 
for solving information-processing problems, where an algorithm is a finite set of instructions 
that are mechanical and automatic (a computer program, for example).

The implementational level

Analysis at the implementational level investigates how the algorithms specified at the algorith-
mic level are neurally realized, where this involves finding the neural bases of the relevant inputs 
and outputs and identifying neural mechanisms that will transform the former into the latter. 
Here we are squarely in the domain of neuroscience (which, of course, itself operates at multiple 
different levels of analysis).
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In the posthumously published Vision: A Computational Investigation into the Human Representation and Processing of 
Visual Information (Marr 1982), Marr applied this tri-level model to the human visual system. One of the basic princi-
ples of Marr’s analysis of the visual system is that it is modular —that is to say, the overarching task of the visual system 
(which is to compute representations of the distal environment on the basis of changes in light intensity at the retina) 
is achieved through a series of discrete sub-systems that work quickly to provide rapid solutions to highly specific prob-
lems. These modular sub-systems are domain specific (carrying out a very circumscribed job with a fixed field of applica-
tion), informationally encapsulated (i.e., not sensitive to background knowledge and expectations), and fast (transform-
ing input to output quickly enough to be used in the on-line control of action.

There are two reasons, I argued, for thinking that a Marr-style analysis will (probably) only work for modular systems. 
The first has to do with task analysis at the computational level, which requires the system to be performing functions 
that are sufficiently circumscribed and determinate to be algorithmically carried out. Only when we are dealing with 
systems that are domain-specific and encapsulated, I suggested, will we be able to find tasks that are specific enough and 
narrow enough to be algorithmically computed. The second reason for thinking that Marr’s tri-level approach works 
best (and perhaps only) for modular systems is that the algorithms specified at the algorithmic level must be compu-
tationally tractable. They can only contain a limited number of representational primitives and possible parameters of 
variation.

Informational encapsulation is a good way (the only way?) to secure computational tractability, since it ensures that the 
algorithm will be running on a limited range of inputs. Non-modular processing runs very quickly into versions of the 
so-called frame problem —the problem of identifying, in any problem-situation, all and only the information that is rel-
evant to solving the problem without explicitly representing that information (McCarthy and Hayes 1969, Dennett 
1987).

In any event, even if one leaves open the possibility that there might be non-modular cognitive systems for which a 
Marr-style analysis is appropriate, for both of these two reasons there would seem to be no prospect of applying the tri-
level hypothesis to the mind as a whole. Or so I maintained. Jurjako disagrees and we turn to his arguments in the next 
section.

6.2.  Jurjako on active inference and the free energy principle

Jurjako is a powerful advocate for the active inference approach to cognition pioneered by Karl Friston and his col-
laborators, the guiding idea of which is the free energy principle. I will not repeat the general introduction to the ac-
tive inference and the free energy principle in section 5 of Jurjako’s paper, and we will drill down into some of the de-
tails shortly. For now, all we need on the table is the basic idea that, as Jurjako puts it, “self-organizing systems maintain 
their integrity and resist dissipation by minimizing atypical or surprising events in their environment” (2026, p. 270). 
This is the ‘active’ part of active inference. So, let us turn to the conclusions that he draws from the existence of an ac-
tive and successful research paradigm motivated by this basic principle. I particularly want to highlight two claims that 
he makes.

The first is well taken. Jurjako maintains, and I think he is right, that thinking about cognition and action in terms of 
active inference can provide a bridge between personal-level and subpersonal-level explanation. He writes:

By providing a comprehensive and unified perspective on the mind, the FEP also offers concep-
tual tools to contemplate the connections between personal and subpersonal levels. As men-
tioned before, the FEP casts perceptual, cognitive, and behavioral abilities as different ways of ac-
complishing the same thing, namely minimizing free energy. In this regard, higher-level mental 
states and processes (including beliefs, desires, intentions, etc.) can be construed as different as-
pects of ways in which organisms perceive, act, and maintain homeostasis by minimizing free en-
ergy (Friston et al., 2017a). Moreover, applying the FEP to the mind as a whole suggests a deep 
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continuity between personal and subpersonal levels. By framing higher-level mental states as 
manifestations of the same fundamental drive to minimize free energy, the FEP suggests that our 
conscious experiences, and other mental states as captured by folk-psychology, emerge from the 
very same principles that govern subpersonal processes (Smith et al., 2022).

Thus, the active inference framework, in a sense, blurs the categorical distinction between per-
sonal and subpersonal levels by portraying them as distinct means of accomplishing the same 
computational tasks that enable organisms to survive and maintain homeostasis. (Jurjako, 2026, 
p. 273)

This seems right, and offers a promising way of thinking about what I have termed the interface problem.

Less promising, however (at least to my mind), is Jurjako’s attempt to see the active inference paradigm as an applica-
tion of a broadly Marrian approach. He maintains, in effect, that the free energy principle answers the problem about 
task analysis raised in the previous section, because we can view the function of the mind simply as the minimization of 
free energy. He writes:

At the computational level, the FEP provides a general view according to which the function of 
the mind is minimization of free energy. Indeed, at the most general level, FEP is typically under-
stood as a normative framework that captures “what living organisms must do to face their fun-
damental existential challenges (minimize their free energy) and why (to vicariously minimize 
the surprise of their sensory observations)” (Parr et al., 2022, p. 8,). (Jurjako, 2026, p. 273)

It is certainly true, if the active inference paradigm is indeed a sound approach, that there is a level of description on 
which this account of the function of the mind is correct —just as there is a level of description on which the function 
of the body is homeostasis. But Jurjako is explicitly making a much stronger claim, namely, that this description is suffi-
ciently precise to allow for algorithmic determination:

At the algorithmic level of analysis, this framework provides insight by offering process level the-
ories of cognitive phenomena (Friston et  al., 2017a). Process theories encompass explanatory 
frameworks that describe more abstract mechanistic components underlying belief updating in 
the brain, as well as its broader impact on an organism’s interactions with the environment (see 
Parr et al., 2022, p. viii). (Jurjako, 2026, p. 274)

This is the key claim that will occupy us for the remainder of this paper. Marr’s tri-level hypothesis requires not simply 
that there be three levels of analysis. His model is top-down. The task analysis spells out the success conditions for the 
algorithm. It is not enough to pick out in very general terms an overarching task that the mind can be said to perform. 
The task has to be sufficiently precise and well-defined to be algorithmically computable. And, moreover, it has to be al-
gorithmically computable in a way that is defined over representational primitives and operations that are plausible can-
didates for neural realization. The next section explains my doubts about either of these requirements being satisfied ei-
ther by the active inference approach in general, or by the specific examples that Jurjako gives.

6.3.  Active inference and algorithms

Let me begin with Jurjako’s thought-provoking claim that we can provide a task analysis for the mind as a whole in 
terms of the minimization of free energy. As I commented in one of the passages to which Jurjako refers in his paper, 
(almost) everything can be given a task analysis if we are prepared to zoom out sufficiently far. We need to be careful, 
though, that we do not end up with a task analysis formulated at such a level of generality that it is impossible to opera-
tionalize it algorithmically. The tasks identified in the task analysis need to be specific enough to generate algorithms. It 
is far from clear that a task analysis that simply appeals to the free energy principle can do this.
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In a recent overview paper in Physics Reports, Friston and colleagues give an account of the basic idea behind the general 
appeal to the free energy principle that is very relevant here.

Many theories in the biological sciences are answers to the question: ‘‘what must things do, in or-
der to exist?’’ The FEP turns this question on its head and asks: ‘‘if things exist, what must they 
do?’’ More formally, if we can define what it means to be something, can we identify the physics 
or dynamics that a thing must possess? To answer this question, the FEP calls on some mathe-
matical truisms that follow from each other. Much like Hamilton’s principle of least action,1 it is 
not a falsifiable theory about the way ‘things’ behave —it is a general description of ‘things’ that 
are defined in a particular way. As such, the FEP is not falsifiable as a mathematical statement, 
but its postulates may be falsifiable to the extent that they refer to a specific class of empirical 
phenomena that the principle aims to describe.

Is such a description useful? In itself, the answer is probably no —in the sense that the principle of 
least action does not tell you how to throw a ball. However, the principle of least action furnishes 
everything we need to know to simulate the trajectory of a ball in a particular instance. In the same 
sense, the FEP allows one to simulate and predict the sentient behaviour of a particle, person, arte-
fact or agent (i.e., some ‘thing’). This allows one to build sentient artefacts or use simulations as ob-
servation models of particles (or people). These simulations rest upon specifying a generative model 
that is apt to describe the behaviour of the particle (or person) at hand. At this point, committing 
to a specific generative model can be taken as a commitment to a specific —and falsifiable— theory. 
(Friston et al., 2023, p. 2)

This is very telling. Friston explicitly states that the free energy principle, considered in isolation, is not sufficiently de-
terminate to be empirically falsifiable. It is instead, as Friston puts it, a very general characterization of the physics or dy-
namics that things must possess. That is to say, the free energy principle only sets the most general parameters for the 
class of more specific accounts that we give of particular types of activities or processes. It is only with these more spe-
cific accounts, which Friston terms generative models, that we arrive at falsifiable claims.

It is quite plain that Marr himself took task analysis at the computational level to involve substantive empirical claims. 
His own task analysis of the visual system was based on a hypothesis about the function of the visual system based upon 
well-documented patterns of breakdown in neuropsychological patients. If we assume, as Marr himself appears to have 
done, that a satisfactory task analysis for Marrian purposes must minimally be falsifiable, it looks as if even the origina-
tor of the active inference approach would have doubts about taking the free energy principle to provide a task analysis 
for the mind as a whole. Let us return, then, to a crucial passage from Jurjako’s paper (at p. 274):

At the algorithmic level of analysis, this framework provides insight by offering process level the-
ories of cognitive phenomena (Friston et  al., 2017a). Process theories encompass explanatory 
frameworks that describe more abstract mechanistic components underlying belief updating in 
the brain, as well as its broader impact on an organism’s interactions with the environment (see 
Parr et al., 2022, p. viii).

If I am reading him correctly, Jurjako is suggesting that the generative models that Friston refers to in the passage just 
quoted should be viewed at the algorithmic level of analysis – as offering algorithms carrying out the more general task 
of minimizing free energy. But the passage from Friston suggests a different way of thinking about them – not as algo-
rithms executing the task of minimizing free energy, but rather as models that share the common feature that, at a suit-
ably general level of description, they can all be seen as minimizing free energy.

There is a more significant point in the vicinity here. The active inference approach is, methodologically speaking, 
grounded more fundamentally in physics than in cognitive science. As applied by Friston, it may indeed best be viewed 
as an instance of the dynamical systems approach to cognition, because the theoretical basis for the active inference ap-
proach is squarely grounded in the physics of dynamical systems. This comes across very clearly in Friston et al. (2014), 
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which is revealingly entitled ‘Cognitive dynamics: From attractors to active inference’. This paper sets out to provide a 
justification of the active inference approach from the first principles of statistical dynamics. Here is how they summa-
rize the general contours of their argument:

Our premise is that biological self-organization is (almost) inevitable and manifests as a form of 
active Bayesian inference. We have previously suggested [11] that the events ‘‘within the spa-
tial boundary of a living organism’’ [6] may arise from the very existence of a boundary or blan-
ket, and that a Markov blanket may be inevitable under local coupling among dynamical systems. 
Here, we extend these arguments to provide a seamless progression from the basic behavior of 
random dynamical systems to formal (normative) accounts of the embodied or active inference 
that underlies cognition. To do this, we formulate flows in random dynamical systems in gener-
alized coordinates of motion, relate this formulation to (filtering) procedures found in statistics 
and control theory, and then consider what this (neuronal) filtering would look like in the brain. 
(p. 427)

This is not the place to go deeply into the philosophy of science, but hopefully it will not be too controversial that 
there is a fundamental difference between the types of equation that we might find in statistical mechanics, or really 
anywhere else in physics, and the algorithms that are needed for Marr-type models in cognitive science. Painting with a 
very broad brush, physical equations set out (under certain idealizing assumptions) the relations between specific physi-
cal quantities —the relation between energy and mass in Einstein’s famous equation E = mc2, for example. Dynamical 
equations set out how specific quantities vary as a function of each other. An algorithm, in contrast, has to be a step-by-
step process for computing or calculating the solution to a specific problem. Algorithms are tools for computation, not 
descriptions of how quantities vary as a function of each other. And there is a significant gap between writing down an 
equation, however descriptively accurate and/or theoretically fecund it might be, and specifying an algorithm, although, 
of course, an algorithm might involve writing an equation, as in the much-discussed Marr-Hildreth algorithm for edge 
detection (on which see more below).

To explore this point further, let us consider an equation on which Jurjako places a considerable amount of weight:

G(π) = –EQ(h̃ ,s̃ |π) [DKL[Q(h|˜ s̃,π)||Q(h̃|π)]] – EQ(s̃ |π) [log P(s̃|C)]

Jurjako offers a nice gloss of this equation:

Here π denotes a policy, i.e. a sequence of actions an agent can choose. s̃  denotes a sequence 
of sensory observations that is received by an agent over time, while C denotes a set of param-
eters that encode the agent’s preferences about various possible outcomes. hP denotes a se-
quence of hypothesized external states that evolve over time and produce or will produce the 
sequence of observations. In the first term, EQ(hP,s̃|π) indicates the expected value of a dis-
tribution, where the distribution Q(h|˜ s̃,π) is used for evaluating the value of the distribution 
DKL[Q(h|˜ s̃,π)||Q(hP|π)], while in the second term, EQ(s̃|π) indicates the expected value of a 
distribution Q(s̃|π) that is used for evaluating P(s̃|C), i.e. how expected are observations s̃ given 
a set of preferences C. As before Q denotes a probability distribution that approximates the true 
posterior probability. The first term measures the expected, i.e. weighted average of the Kul-
back-Leibler difference between the agent’s beliefs about external states given the observed sen-
sory data and the policy (Q(h|˜ s̃,π)) and the beliefs about external states only given the policy 
(Q(hP|π)) […]. In contrast, the second term EQ(s̃|π) [log P(s̃|C)] represents the expected likeli-
hood of observing sensory data (s̃) given a set of preferences (C).

Minimizing this term encourages the agent to perform actions that will produce expected obser-
vations s̃. Accordingly, this term can be associated with desire-like states whose role is to bring 
about external states that would produce preferred observational outcomes. (Jurjako, 2026, 
p. 277)
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An important part of what Jurjako says here seems to me to be absolutely correct, namely, the part that has to do with 
personal-level propositional attitudes. Although the equation’s representational primitives, so to speak, are couched in 
decision-theoretic and information-theoretic terms, it is very plausible that these can be taken to operationalize per-
sonal-level doxastic states (in the first term) and personal-level conative states (in the second term).27 Jurjako interprets 
the equation as formalizing what is often described as the exploration/ exploitation trade-off (between information 
gain, captured in the first term, and pragmatic cost, captured in the second). This is insightful.

The conclusion that he draws from this insight, however, is ambiguous. He concludes that the active inference frame-
work has resources to capture cognitive states, processes, and abilities as they are construed in folk-psychological ex-
planations. This is correct in the sense that the equation, and hence by extension the active inference approach in gen-
eral, can incorporate folk psychological states in ways that are genuinely predictive and explanatory. But he also appears 
to take ‘captures’ in a much stronger sense, namely, as incorporating them in an algorithm that computes (solves) the 
problem of minimizing free energy. And this seems unjustified, because the simple fact of writing a term in an equation 
that can, and perhaps should, be interpreted in terms of personal-level attitudes, does not make those attitudes algorith-
mically tractable.

Algorithmic tractability requires effective procedures that will take us from inputs of a certain type to outputs of a cer-
tain type. Marr’s great achievement in his analysis of the visual system was outlining what such effective procedures 
might look like for the task of transforming the inputs to the visual system (changes in light intensity, and so forth) 
into the representation of three-dimensional objects. The Marr-Hildreth edge detection algorithm is a great example, 
because it provides a simple and effective way of identifying edges. In effect, it answers a Yes-No question in an invari-
ant way for highly circumscribed types of input —in which respect it contrasts strikingly with the equation considered 
above, which has, in effect, a parameter corresponding to the agent’s beliefs and another parameter corresponding to 
the agent’s desires. To assimilate these two very different types of equation not only obscures important conceptual dis-
tinctions, it also obscures the magnitude and originality of Marr’s achievement in showing how complex perceptual and 
cognitive phenomena can be elucidated algorithmically.

Jurjako has not identified any effective procedures comparable to the Marr-Hildreth edge detection algorithm in the 
case of the active inference research program (not surprisingly, if my comments above about the different explanatory 
projects at stake are correct). Perhaps, despite the reasons for doubt alluded to in section 1 above, some such effective 
procedures will be identified in the future. I submit, though, that up to now they have not yet been identified, and for 
that reason I feel comfortable continuing to maintain that the Marrian tri-level approach, because it depends so criti-
cally upon the notion of algorithmic computation, cannot be applied to the mind as a whole —and, moreover, that 
there remain significant conceptual difficulties for thinking that it might be applicable to any non-modular cognitive 
abilities.
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Bermúdez, J. L. (2011a). Bodily awareness and self-consciousness. In S. Gallagher (ed.), Oxford handbook of the self 
(pp. 157-179). Oxford University Press.

Bermúdez, J. L. (2011b). Self-knowledge and the sense of “I”. In A. Hatzimoysis (Ed.). Self-knowledge (pp. 236-245). 
Oxford University Press.

Bermúdez, J. L. (2011c). The forcefield puzzle and mindreading in nonhuman primates. Review of Philosophy and 
Psychology, 2(3), 397-410.

Bermúdez, J. L. (2014). Cognitive science: An introduction to the science of the mind (2nd edition). Cambridge University Press.
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Bermúdez, J. L. (2017a). Ownership and the space of the body. In A. Alsmith & F. de Vignemont (eds.), The body and 
the self revisited (pp. 117-143). MIT Press.

Bermúdez, J. L. (2017b). Understanding “I”: Language and thought. Oxford University Press.

Bermúdez, J. L. (2017c). Yes, essential indexicals really are essential*. Analysis, 77(4), 690-694.

Bermúdez, J. L. (2018a). Frames, rationality, and self-control. In J. L. Bermúdez (Ed.), Self-control, decision theory, and 
rationality. Cambridge University Press.

Bermúdez, J. L. (2018b). The bodily self, commonsense psychology, and the springs of action. In J. L. Bermúdez (Ed.), 
The bodily self (pp. 183-202). MIT Press.
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