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Terms and Content* 
TOBIES GRIMALTOS 

1 Introduction 

In 'The Meaning of "Meaning"' 1, Hilary Putnam defended that the 
natural environment contributes to the meaning of natural kind terms. 
Meanings are not in the head; intension does not determine extension2. 
In 'Individualism and the Mental' and 'Other Bodies•3, Tyler Burge 
claimed that the social environment contributes also to the meaning of 
many terms, as well as to the content of thoughts through the meaning 
of terms that take part in them. Diff;erent natural or social environments 
can produce different meanings in two homophonic terms and by means 

* Research for this paper has been funded by the Spanish Government's DGICYT as 
part of the projects PB93-0683 and PB93-1049-C03-02. My thanks to this institution for 
its generous help and encouragement. Thanks are also due to Josep Corbf, Christopher 
Hookway, Carlos Moya and Dora Sanchez for their valuable comments on previous 
versions of the paper. A version of this paper was read at the VIIl Seminario de 
Filosoffa y Ciencia Cognitiva, University of Granada, May 1996, I am grateful for the 
comments and suggestions received from the attendants. 

1 "The Meaning of 'Meaning'" in K. Gunderson (ed.), Language, Mind and Knowl
edge, Minnesota Studies in Philosophy of Science, University of Minnesota Press. 
1975. 

2 ln the sense that sameness of intension does not entail sameness of extension. 
3 "Individualism and the Mental" in Midwest Studies in Philosophy, Vol. 4, P.A 

French et al. (Eds.), 1979. "Other Bodies" in Tlzo11ght and Object. Studies 011 lnte11-
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of this can produce different thought contents in subjecls that are physi
cally identical. It is the real meaning (determined by the environment) 
of the terms we use in thinking or expressing our thoughts what deter
mines the content of the thought we have. If Oscar and Twin Oscar both 
believe what they express by "I have developed arthritis in my right 
thigh", but Oscar inhabits a world in which arthritis can only be devel
oped in the joints (because it means inflammation of the joints), while 
Twin Oscar inhabits a world in which arthritis also applies to inflamma
tion of Lhighs, their beliefs have different content. One has a belief about 
arthiitis, the other about !arthritis (twi n arthritis). 

In this paper 1 would like to question the universal validity of that 
claim. I assume the externalist claims that meanings are not in the 
head, extension is not determined by intension, and the environment 
contributes to the meaning of terms. I also accept that usually the con
tent of our thoughts is partially fixed by the environment through its con
tribution to the meaning of terms that take part jn those thoughts. How
ever, in spite of granting all this, I intend to argue that the meaning of 
the terms we use in thinking or in expressing a thought does no t al ways 
determine (not even partially) the content of the thought we have. I 
think that we can distinguish between a deferential and a referential use 
of terms such as common names and adjectives, and that it is only when 
we use a term in a deferential way that the "real" meaning of the term 
contributes to the content of our thought. I judge that by means of this 
distinction we can throw some light on the current debate upon whether 
externalism is compatible with the direct knowledge of the content of 
our thoughts. I sha11 briefly treat this question in the last part of this pa
per. 

My thesis will consist more or less in the claim that it is the 
speaker' s intention that fixes the reference of her terms. Usually, this 
intention is to defer to the community with respect to the real sense and 
extension of the terms she uses. But, on some other occasions, her inten
tion to refer to a particular kind of things will be stronger than her defer
ential intention. In such cases and when the mismatch between 
speaker's reference and semantic reference is produced, what contrib
utes to the content of the thought is the former and not the latter. The 
speaker's intention is usually governed by the natural and social envi
ronment, but when, for instance, the environment is altered in such a 
way that it produces the alluded mismatch, it is not always the conven
tional meaning of the terms which compose the thought that has the last 
word in order to fix its content. I will also maintain that the inferential 
origin of a thought fixes its content in spite of the meaning of the terms 

.... \ 



TERMS AND CONTENT I 37 

by means of which the thought is thought or expressed. The premises we 
use in order to arrive to a conclusion affect in an essential way the con
tent of such a conclusion-thought. 

2 Two cxtcrnalist intuitions 

In order to prove that the meaning of the terms we use does not always 
determine the content of our thoughts and begin to motivate the rele
vance of distinguishing between deferential and referential uses of 
terms, I would like to examine a few claims in Paul Boghossian's 'Ex
ternalism and Inference •4, as well as make a rather liberal use of one of 
the cases he presents. In this paper, Boghossian holds that it is a conse
quence of externalist accounts that "if there were thoughts whose typi
cal causes continued to be Earthly, in spite of their being tokened on 
Twin Earth, then those thoughts would retain their Earthly interpreta
tions, even on Twin Earth"s. Candidates to be thoughts of this type are, 
according to him, memories and beliefs about the past based on those 
memories. Such thoughts "are caused and sustained by previous percep
tions long gone"6. And Boghossian concludes: "In the normal case, they 
owe little, if anything, to current perceptions and cognitive transactions 
with one's environment. They would be expected, therefore, to retain 
their Earthly interpretation when tokened on Twin Earth"7. 

On this basis he explores the case of someone who is suddenly and 
unwittingly transported to Twin Earth. I shall examine here a variant of 
his case. Imagine that Peter was so transported to a Twin Earth, where 
lakes and rivers are full of XYZ, jnstead of H20. Of course, this liquid is 
superficially identical to water and is called 'water' by Twin Earthians. 
It is also clear, that Peter has no suspicion about 'watei:' not being wa
ter. After some time, because the typical cause of his thoughts about 
that liquid is twater (twin water) his thoughts would be about twarer and 
not about water. However, imagine that after that time, Peter remembers 
an experience he had on Earth: he was swinuning in a river and the wa
ter was chilly. He thinks: 

4 l n Enrique Villanueva (ed.), Rarionaliry and Epistemology, Ridgeview, Atasca
dero, California, 1992; pp. 11-28. It is true that Boghosian makes these claims in order 
to articulate a red11crio ad abs11rd11111 against externalism, but I shall take them in a 
positive sense. This kind of reductio is challenged by Tyler Burge's "memory and Sclf
Knowledge", in P . Ludlow and N. Marlin (eds.), Ex1emalis111 and Se/f-K110111ledge, 
CSU Publications, Stanford, California, 1998; pp. 351-370. See specially pp. 364 and ff. 

5 Ibid. p. 19 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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A) "Water was chilly in that river" 

According to Boghossian- if we hold externalism- , this thought, since 
it is a thought about the past based on memories, is about water and not 
twatcr. And, maybe because Boghossian thinks it to be a clear conse
quence, he goes further and claims that-according to externalists intui
tions- tokens of 'water' "in sentences expressing memories and beliefs 
about that loccasion] will refer to[ ... ] water [ ... ]; whereas other tokens of 
that type, in sentences expressing beliefs about his current environment 
[ ... ] will refer to [twater]8." 

I agree with Boghossian that thought A) is about water. Peter can be 
remembering that occasion and having a sort of mental image of the 
river, the water, etc.; he can be reviving the chilly feeling of the water 
in contact with his skin. I also agree with him that the token of 'water' 
refers on such an occasion to water. However,' this externalist conse
quence does not easily harmonise with another externalist intuition upon 
which Burge bases a lot of his claims about the content of thoughts. This 
intuition is that we use our terms deferentially to the community we are 
living in. So, the expression token has to refer to whatever that expres
sion type refers to on Twin Earth. There exists a sense of 'means' in 
which I am not so sure that the token in questjon means water instead of 
twater; on the contrary I am quite convinced that, in such a sense, it 
means twater and not water. But I also believe that both things arc not 
incompatible. 

3 Two uses of terms 

Let us th ink a bit about this. If deference is to outweigh the speaker's 
intention or the causal origin of the thought, and if 'water' is a natural 
kind term, which refers rigidly, then the token of 'water' in such an ut
terance refers to twater and not to water. Since Peter is living on Twin 
Earth long enough to use his terms deferentjally to his new community, 
his 'water' means (semantically refers to) twater. It has to be so be
cause, as a consequence of his wanting to adjust the use of his terms to 
its conventional meaning, he. is now a twin-English speaker, and in twin
English 'water' means (refers to) 'twater'. I think this is iight. The mean
ing of our terms (if our use is not absolutely deviant) is fixed by the 
conventions of the community we are part of and by the world (the natu-

8 Ibid .. p. 21 
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ral environment) we live in. As Burge says in 'Belief and Synonymy•9, 
"the willingness of the speaker to submit his statement to the arbitration 
of a dictionary indicates a commitment to having his words taken in 
their conventional sense, whatever that sense is" 10. So we want to use 
our terms with its 'semantic reference' or with its 'attributive use' if we 
can use this later denomination in this way. We want to mean by them 
whatever they mean. If we believe that we have arthritis in a thigh and 
we learn that arthritis means inflammation of the joints (and only in
flammation of the joints), we shall have to say that we had a false be
lief. We want to refer to that inflammation of our thigh as artlll'itis, but 
we want to mean arthritis by 'arthritis' whatever it is, so if that inflam
mation is not arthritis, we have to say that our belief is false. The case 
is not different if we want to refer to the liquid in a particular pool by 
'water'; we want, at the same time, to mean water by 'water', whatever 
water is; and if that liguid is not water, we should have to say that our 
belief is not true. 

So far, so good. However, Boghossian 's intuition seems also power
ful. Peter is remembering an Earthian river that contains water. So his 
thought, based on memory, has to be about water. If it was water what 
that river contained and if he is thinking of that experience, it seems 
difficult that his thought is about twater. Water is what is in some way 
causing his present thought through memory. If a fact caused a memory, 
the memory cannot be of another factl l. 

But we should not be confused. We quoted a Boghossian's sentence 
which said: "If there were thoughts whose typical causes continued to 
be Earthly, in spite of their being tokened on Twin Earth, then those 
thoughts would retain their Earthly interpretations, even on Twin Earth". 
But, in the same page in Boghossian's paper it is said that the "princi
ples of content fixation [that] underlie the standard Twin Earth cases [ ... ] 
is this: the contents of thought tokens of a given syntactic type are de
termined by whatever environmental property is the typical cause of the 
perceptions that cause and sustain tokens of that type". Well, I have to 
say that this claim is not valid at the level of individual subjects or, if it 

9 The .Touma/ of Philosophy, 75, no. 3 (1978); pp. 119-138 
10 Ibid., pp. 130-131. CJ note 12 on p. 131. 
11This does not mean, per se, that in the content of his memory thought could not 

intervene a concept that does not apply to that particular sample of liquid. For in
stance, suppose that I once saw a glass full of alcohol, but I thought it was full of wa
ter. If, on that occasion, I thought "This glass is full of water", then when I remem
ber that experience, what participate in my thought content are the concept 'water' 
and not the concept 'alcohol'. So, my thought, although it was caused by alcohol, was 
of alcohol, is-and was- about water. 
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is, this "environmental property" has to be, not a physical property, but ., 
a social one: a social convention determining the meaning the term 
really has. Let me explain this. What I want to say is that what deter
mines the content of a thought is not the res of the thought, but what the 
thought is about, and what the thought is about is not the res that causes 
the thought per se, but what the speaker intends to talk about. So, this 
claim cannot be true of individuals, but only of communities (such as 
Earthians or Twin Earthians, for instance). An example can clarify this. 
Imagine that someone has been in perceptual contact only with fake 
gold. Even so, when this person talks about gold, she wants to refer to 
gold and not to fake gold (if she inhabits a world in which 'gold' means 
gold). Of course when she says 'My pieces of gold are shiny and yellow' 
she wants to refer to the pieces of her fake gold, but she wants to refer 
to them as parl of the extension of gold. The fact that she takes as gold 
the pieces of fake gold does not alter the meaning of 'gold' when she 
utters it. The immediate reference of her sentence does not consl\i.tute a 
part of the content of her thought, only the social meaning of 'gold' 
doesl2. It is not fake gold what she wants to talk about when she uses 
'gold', but about gold. Her belief de re is of fake gold, but her belief is 
about gold: she believes of fake gold that it is golal3. This person wants 
to mean gold by 'gold', even if she has not been in causal interaction 
with any_ sample of gold. The community conventions are more powerful 
than her beliefs about the putative elements of the kind. If it really is the 
"typical cause of the perceptions that cause and sustain tokens of that 
type", then those tokens have to be tokens of the experts in a commu-
nity (or something in that way), not tokens of a particular person or 
otherl4. 

But Boghossian's case fulfi ls in my opinion this requisite and it is 
really about water, and not only of water. As Peter grew up on·Earth, has 
been in contact with water, and has learned to use 'water' in that com
munity, his thought based on memory is very probably about water. It is 
really water what contributes to the content of his thought token. 

What to do then? It seems that in this case there exists a mismatch 
between what Kripke has called 'semantic reference' and 'speaker's 

12 Jf we counterfactually replace her pieces of fake gold with pieces of real gold, 
then her belief would be true. So her belief has the same truth conditions whether the 
pieces immediately referred lo be fake gold or real gold. 

13 In the same way, if Oscar says 'My arthritis in the right thigh is disturbing me' 
when what he has in his right thigh is a contusion , the contusion or 'contusion' does 
not constitute a part of the content of his thought. 

14 Aud t:vt:n this :;hould have to be qualified, taking into account normative ele
ments. 
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reference' l5. His general intention is to use his words with its semantic 
reference, but, on this particular occasion, this general intention does 
not fit in with his intention to refer to water. He wants to refer to water, 
but his general intention to use terms with its real meaning fixes that the 
word he uses to refer to water should mean 'twater'. 

What has the primacy? As Donnellan l6 has shown, the fact that we 
want to use 'champagne', 'glass' and 'man' with their real meaning does 
not prevent us from referring by 'the man with the glass of champagne' 
to a man who in fact is holding a glass of water. It is possible to use a 
definite description to pick out a particular and state something of it 
independently of whether it fulfils the description or not. I think that, in 
a similar way, we can refer to water by using a term, which really (se
mantically) means (or refers to) twater. We have the commitment to 
use our terms with their real meaning, and we should have to admit that 
the sentence we used is not true if it has not the meaning we thought it 
bad, but this fact does not preclude that we can state something of a 
thing by means of terms that, as a matter of fact, do not semantically 
refer to it. So, we can believe of someone that he is bored by means of 
the description 'the man with the glass of champagne', whether he is 
drinking champagne or whether he 'is drinking water. I think that in a 
similar vein we can believe that water in that river was chilly whether 
'water' means water or whether it means twater. We use 'water' to refer 
to that water and state something of it. To do that, it does not matter 
whether 'water' means water or twater. 

4 Referential use of terms 

I would like now to dedicate, however, some lines to clarify what I un
derstand by 'referential use' of a term and show a difference between 
Donnellan's 'referential use' and mine. As Donnellan understands the 
referential use of definite descriptions, it is possible to pick out a par
ticular and state something about it independently of its fulfilling the 
description. Nevertheless, we have to say that in the case, in which the 
thing does not fit the description, not only the sentence we use but also 
the belief we have is (or can be 17) not completely true. We are, in 
some way, considering an individual as a member of a class when, as a 

15 Saul Kripke, 'Speaker's Reference and Semantic Reference' in Co11tempora1)• 
Perspectives i11 the Philosophy of Language, ed. by Peter A. French, Theodore E. 
Uchling, Jr. and Howard K. Wettstein, University of Minnesota Press, 1977. 

16 Keith Donnellan, 'Reference and Definite Descriptions', Philosophical Review, 
75 (1966). 

17 For the rationale of this, cf Donnellan 's paper, section IV. 
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matter of fact, the individual does not pertain to that class. When we 
say "Her husband is kind to her" referentially, we can pick out a subject 
and state something true of him, even if he is not the woman's husband; 
but we arc considering him her husband and that is mistaken. According 
to Donnellan's use, our subject in the case of fake gold is stating some
thing true of the pieces of fake gold. But it seems also true that she be
lieves that it is gold. She believes that the pieces she is talking about 
are gold and are shiny and yellow: they are shiny and yeJlow gold. She 
not only wants to refer to the tokens but also to the kind, she believes 
that the tokens are part of the kind 'gold'. In such a sense, not only the 
sentence she uses is not true; the belief she has is not true either. Jn Pe
ter' s case, however, he is not only stating something true of a sample of 
water, he is talking of that sample of water and wants to mean water by 
'water', he is correctly identifying the sample as a member of a kind. In 
my use of referential use, the speaker not only gets to state something 
true of something, but to classify it correctly in the class he wants to 
refer to. The only problem is that the term he uses does not convention
ally mean (in the world he is) what he thinks it means. We can say that 
Donnellan's use of 'referential use' has a remainder of attribution, which 
is absent in my use. In sum, the case of Peter on Twin Earth is different 
from the case of fake gold, because the subject in the latter case wants 
to mean gold by 'gold', .even if her thought is of fake gold, while in the 
present case, the subject not only wants to refer to a sample of water, 
but to mean water. In the case of gold, the believer thinks of fake gold 
as gold, in the case of Peter, he thinks of water as water. 

So there is a difference with respect to our beliefs when terms inter
vene in them referentially or when they intervene in a purely deferential 
way: when we use terms in a deferential way, we have to admit that our 
belief is not true if the term we used has not the ex.tension we thought it 
had and that makes untrue the utterance we believed to be true. But 
when we use it referentially, we have only to accept {if we do have to 
accept it) that the utterance was false without having to accept at the 
same time that our belief was false or untrue. 

5 Thinking of water by means of 'twater' 

Taking into account the qualifications we have introduced so far, I think 
we can accept Boghossian's claims about the typical causes being re
sponsible for the content of our thoughts, and combine them with the 
extcrnalist intuition about the deferential use of our terms. Peter' s 
thought based on memory and caused by water on an Earthian river is 
about water. So he uses 'water' referentially. However, since he is now a 
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Twin-English speaker, his 'water' means twater. The consequence is that 

a) His thought is about water 
b) He thinks it by means of a term that means twater. 

His thought is based on memory; he wants to refer to water and wants to 
mean water by 'water'. But his commitment to use words with their real 
meaning makes him use a term that means twater in order to think about 
water. It is possible to have a belief about water, even if the term by 
which we formulate it means twater. Peter has a true belief about water, 
which he expresses (<;>r thinks) by means of an inappropriate sentence. 
He believes truly that ·water was chilly in that river and believes untruly 
that it is true that !Yvater was chilly in that river. 

Maybe things will appear clearer if we slightly modify the example. 
Imagine that on Twin Earth the name for XYZ is 'twater'. Peter is trans
ported to Twin Earth and is told that he has been transported there. He 
realizes that everything on Twin Earth is exactly similar to Earth, ex
cept, he thinks, the fact that-and these are his words-"Twin Earthians 
refer to water by the name 'twater'". In such a situation, Peter comes to 
remember his experience in the river and the chilly water. He is talking 
to a Twin Earthian fellow and he sincerely says: 

B) "Twater was chilly in that river" 

What is the content of his thought? What are the truth-conditions of the 
utterance he makes? Again his thought is about water, but he thinks it in 
terms of 'twater' which means twater. If a difference in truth-conditions 
entails a difference in propositional content, then i) "Water was chilly 
in that river" (said on Earth) and ii) "Twater was chilly in that river" 
(said on Twin Earth) express two different propositions. So, the proposi
tional content of i) and ii) is different. i) Is true if and only if that river 
contained water (and was chilly), ii) is true if and only if the river con
tained twater (and was chilly). So, he believes of two different proposi
tions that are true. But since both thoughts are, in the case of Peter, 
about water, the content of both thoughts has to be the same. He has the 
same thought in both occasions, but he expresses it differently in each 
of them, correctly in one case, incorrectly in the other. Only i) picks up 
the propositional content of his thought. He believes on both occasions 
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that water was chilly on that liver but he also believes on Twin Earth 
that it is true that twater was chilly in that riverl8. 

Imagine, however, that in such circumstances, Peter says, while he 
is touching the liquid of a Twin Earthian river: 

C) Twater in that river was as chilly as twater in this river 

What can we say in this case? I think thal the firs t occurrence of 'Lwa
ter' refers (in the speaker's intention) to Earlhian water, so to water. But 
jt seems that in its second occurrence it refers to twater. Is this true? It 
is true that in the second occurrence, 'twater' refers to a sample of twa
ter. But it is not so clear that the sample is classified as pertaining Lo 
the kfod twater; it is not clear then that he is meaning twater by 'twa
ter', as I have contended above. Contradly, since C) is perfectly equiva
lent to 

C') Twater in that river was as chilly as it is in this liver, 

The kind referred to in the intention of the speaker has to be the same in 
both cases 19. Maybe that ldnd of liquid is water20 and for this reason his 
belief is not true. 

Suppose that Peter knows that water is H20, for him, then, C' is a 
synonymous2 1 of 

18 When someone believes that p, she also believes that it is true that p, but when 
one believes that it is true that p she does not always believes that p. One can believe 
that q and for this reason and because she believes that the sentence S (which really 
expresses p) expresses q, can believe that S (which expresses p, has the truth
conditions of p) is true, and so can believe that p is true. But then her belief on p is 
only a belief on the truth value of a proposition, not a real belief or a belief about the 
world; it is almost a linguistic belief, the belief that S express something true (the 
proposition p), which belief is false. See T. Grimalt6s and C. Hookway "When Deduc
tion Leads to Belief', Ratio, vol. VIII, no. I (1995), pp. 24-41 and T. Grimalt6s and C. 
Moya, "Belief, Content and Cause", F.11ropea11 Review of Philosophy. Cognitive Dy-
11m11ics, vol. 2 ( 1997), pp. 159-171 for more details on this. 

19 The 'it' is anaphoric and has to refer to the same kind of thing as 'twater' in the 
intention of the speaker. 

20This is, as I understand it, Carlos Moya's position in 'Externalism and Self
knowledge '.According to this position, Peter's belief that water in this river is chilly is 
nol true, since it is not water what the river contains. This is relevant to what Boghos
sian says about inferences in 'Externalism and Inference'; at least as far as natural 
kind terms are concerned. 

2 l When l say that C' is, for him, a synonymous of C", I mean that, for Peter, C" is 
an alternative way of expressing the belief expressed by c· or by c. 
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C") H20 in that river was as chilly as H20 in this river. 

' 6 The responsibility of inference for the content of our 
thoughts 

Up to now, I have argued that the content of thoughts in which a natural 
kind term intervenes is not always fixed by the meaning of that term. I 
think the case is reproducible in the case of terms whose meaning is 
conventionally fixed by (only) the social environment. I shall now offer 
a couple of examples to illustrate this. At the same time I shall try to 
show that the inferential origin of thoughts contributes to their content. 
The contents of reasons that serve as premises affect, in an essential 
way, to the content of the conclusion. 

First, I am going to use a variation of an example in Burge's 'Belief 
and Synonymy'22 . .Imagine that Peter wants to be gone for twelve days. 
Peter has a good number of true beliefs about what a fortnight is. He 
believes for instance, that a fortnight is more or less the duration of 
Spanish Easter holidays, he believes that the seventh consulate of 
Marius lasted less than a fortnight, that in a month's time there is room 
for two fortnights and not for three, etc. But, Peter also believes that a 
fortnight is a period of twelve days. He makes an inference and says that 
he wants to be gone for a fortDigbt. Does he really want to be gone for a 
fortnight? But he believes that be wants to be gone for a fortnight, or 
that is what it seems. Docs not he know what he wants? If he docs not 
want to be gone for a fortnight, but only for twelve days, how is it that 
he believes that he wants to be gone for a fortnight? Compare this case 
with the case of John: he has heard that Mary wants to go to Paris for a 
fortnight. He does not know exactly bow much time a fortnight is (he 
knows only that it is a period of time among ten and fifteen days) but he 
wants to be in Paris during the time Mary will be there. John really 
wants to be in Paris for a fortnight (whatever a fortnight is) and he wants 
to mean a fortnight by 'a fortnight'. 

Let us make now a thought experiment in the way of Putnam or 
Burge. Suppose that there exists a Twin Earth in which 'fortnight' means 
a period of twelve days instead of a period of two weeks or fourteen 
days. In such a Twin Earth, Peter, who is a Twin Earthian, believes that 

1) The seventh consulate of Marius lasted exactly twelve days 

22 Loe. cit. 

. ' 
: . '' 
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and he infers for this reason (and his certainty that 'fortnight' means a 
pedod of twelve days) that 

2) The seventh consulate of Marius lasted exactly a fortnight. 

His latter belief is not, in a sense, different from the previous one. He 
could not accept the latter if he believed that the sentence 'the seventh 
consulate of Marius lasted exactly a fortnight' could express something 
different (a different fact) from 'The seventh consulate of Marius lasted 
exactly twelve days', because in believing (imagine that he believes it 
with certainty) that it lasted twelve days, he is excluding any possibility 
whatsoever which results incompatible with ' twelve days'. He can only 
accept, then, 'The seventh consulate of Marius lasted exactly a fort
night' as a synonym of 'The seventh consulate of Marius lasted exactly 
twelve days'. For Peter 'The seventh consulate of Marius lasted exactly 
twelve days' is the only correct answer to the question 'How long did 
the seventh consulate of Marius last?' You can ask him about the cir
cumstances in which he would say that it is trne that the seventh consu
late of Marius lasted a fortnight. You can ask him whether it is true or 
false that the seventh consulate of Ma1ius lasted a fortnight if it lasted 
twelve days, if it lasted nine, if it lasted fourteen, etc. He would only 
say that it is true if it lasted twelve days. In such a situation, 2) is not, 
in the case of Peter, a different belief of 1), but a different expression of 
1). Of course, Peter usually employs 'fortnight' deferentially; he wants 
to mean by 'fortnight' whatever it means. But in this case, we have to 
say that he uses it referentially (although there is no mismatch), he . 
wants to refer to (or mean) a period of twelve days and only to a period 
of twelve days, and because of the reasons we have offered. 2) Wants 
only to be an alternative expression of 1) and it is accepted only as far 
as he believes 1). Peter cannot refuse 1) and accept 2); neither refuse 2) 
and accept 1), in such a situation. Maybe we can say that 1) and 2) are 
(j n Peter' s use) alternative sentences lo express one· and the same belief 
content (at least as far as truth conditions are concerned). 

Suppose now that Peter, instead of being a Twin Earthian, is an ac
tual Earthian (or a Twin Earthian unwittingly transported to Earth and 
living here for some time) and that his inference has taken place on 
Earth23. We would have to account for the story in terms similar to this. 
He believes that 

23For the sake of argument, suppose that the Marius being referred is the same on 
Earth and Twin Earth; you can imagine that in Twin Ea1th, people study Earth's an
cient history and believe that it is their own history. So when they talk about Marius 
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l ') The seventh consulate of Marius lasted exactly twelve days. 

He (falsely) believes that a fortnight is a period of twelve days and for 
this reason and only this reason he infers and accepts that 

2') The seventh consulate of Marius lasted exactly a fortnight. 

It seems to be a consequence of Burge's claims that we should have to 
say that the bel iefs Peter would have after the inferences in Twin Earth 
and Earth have different contents. If one is true, the other is false. 2) and 
2') have different truth-conditions and, then, different content. But in 
what sense his beliefs would have different contents? Can we say that 
he believes on Twin Earth that the seventh consulate of Marius lasted 
twelve days, while on Earth he believes that it lasted fourteen days? 
Clearly not. But if terms have to determine the content of a thought, it 
has to be by their meaning, not by their own. The beliefs 1) and 2) or 1 ') 
and 2') would have to be different, not because in one case it appears 
'twelve days' and in the other 'a fortnight', but because in one case he 
should have to believe that the seventh consulate of Marius lasted 
twelve days and in the other that it lasted a fortnight (a real fortnight, 
whatever it is), what is not obviously the case. He would believe in both 
places that it is true that the seventh consulate of Marius lasted a fort
night. But this only shows that he considers true two different proposi
tions, truly in one case, falsely in the other. He would not have two be
liefs with different content, but believe true two different propositions. 
He would use two different sentences, with different content (different 
propositions expressed), to express the same belief (the same belief 
content) and, consequently, with different fortune. Peter has a belief 
about a particular period of time, and he can think and express it with 
the correct terms or not. He can inc01Tectly think about twelve days in 
terms of a fortnight, but the mere fact that 'fortnight' means fourteen 
days does not make his belief to be about a period of fourteen days. If 
the beliefs in the conclusions are for Peter alter~ative ways of express
ing the same belief as in the premises, and if l ) and l') have the same 
content, what he believes first orderly when he believes 2) and 2') to be 
true cannot have different contents, although the propositional content of 
2) and 2') is different. When Peter believes that the seventh consulate of 
Marius lasted twelve days, he is attributing a truth condition to his be-

and his seventh consulate lhey are talking about our Marius, and nol about a Twin 
Marius. 
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lief: it would be true if the seventh consulate of Marius lasted twelve 
days, it would be false if it lasted less or more. In believing that it lasted 
a fortnight, he is using 'fortnight' referentially to mean the same period 
of time; otherwise, Peter would be irrational. So if he chooses an incor
rect sentence to express this belief, this fact does not prove that he has 
a different belief, but a false higher order belief about the truth-value of 
a proposition. (This has not to be news to Burge24). Again, 

a') His thought is about twelve days 
b') He thinks it in terms of 'fortnight', i.e., by means of a term 

that means fourteen days. 

Not only the causal origin (through the social influence) of a thought 
has a role in dete1mining its content; its inferential origin has a role too. 

The situation would differ if what happens to Peter in the actual 
world and in a countc1factual world, where 'fortnight' means twelve 
days, were one of the two following things: 

a) Peter, who has not a clear idea of how much time a fort
night is, reads on an encyclopaedia that the seventh consu
late of Marius lasted a fortnight. Peter trusts completely 
encyclopaedias, so he believes it. 

In such a case what Peter would believe on Earth and on Twin 
Earth, would be in fact different. His beliefs would have different con
tents, because in such beliefs 'fo1t11ight' would have a purely deferential 
use. 

b) Peter believes (on Earth and Twin Earth) that the seventh 
consulate of Marius lasted a fortnight, because he read it in 
an encyclopaedia which he completely trusts, and he also 
believes that a fortnight is a period of twelve days, but he 
believes this with less confidence than he believes what 
the encyclopaedia says. In such a case, if he comes to be
lieve that a fortnight is not a period of twelve days, he 
would reject that the seventh consulate of Marius lasted 
twelve days as false, but he would not reject that the sev
enth consulate of Madus lasted a fortnight. 

24 Cf 'Belief de re', The Jou ma/ of Philosophy, vol. LXXIV (J 977), pp. 338-362; p. 
342, note 4 . 
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A last case. In 'Normativism and the Mental: A Problem of Lan
guage Individuation', Adele Mercier explains the semantically change 
of the word 'bead'25. She says: "In the Middle English, the word 'bead' 
meant prayer (from Old English 'biddan', to pray -cf. the current verb 'to 
bid'), and praying folk used rosaries to "count their beads". Now, at 
least one person, but probably many, misunderstood (or only partially 
understood) what the praying folk where doing (i.e. counting their 
prayers) and misunderstood (or only partially understood) the priests 
who explained: "They are counting their beads". What they understood, 
or if you don't like that way of putting it, what they took the praying folk 
to be doing, is counting the little doodads on the rosary"26. 

Now suppose that Peter was one of the first persons who first misun
derstood (or only partially understood) 'bead' as meaning a little doodad 
in a rosary or in general as what today 'bead' means. He believed that 
prayers were counting the little doodads on the rosary. Of course when 
he first believed that, 'bead' still meant 'prayer', but as Peter used it 
referentially to refer to the little doodads, his thought was about the 
doodads and not about the prayers. Imagine that Peter lives time enough 
to think that thought again when the semantically change has (unknown 
to him) been produced, when the definition for 'bead' in dictionaries 
was (as it currently really is) "small pieces of colored glass, wood, plas
tic, etc , usually round in shape with a hole through the middle"27. 

Would his thought on that occasion have a different content from the 
thought he had the first time, when 'beads' meant prayers? Of course the 
sentences he used in one and another occasion have different content, 
and he believes two different propositions to be true, but I do not think 
that this fact affects the content of his first order thoughts. He thinks 
both times that prayers count the doodads on rosaries, but one time he 
thinks or expresses this thought by means of a term that means prayers 
and the other with a term that means beads. 

7 Some conclusions on belief content and on 
self-knowledge 

To say that Lwo thoughts are different (have different content) because 
the sentences one uses to express them could have different tmth
conditions (can have different propositional content) is as poor and un
explaining as saying that two people (or the same person in different 

25phi/osopllica/ Studies, 72 (1993), 71-88. 
26 Ibid. p. 84. 
27 Collins Cobuild, English Language Diction my. HarperCoUins, London, 1978. 
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times) have the same thought if they believe the same proposition to be 
true. Imagine that Peter believes that Smith is a lecturer in the Depart
ment of Philosophy. As he also believes that Smith is Nancy's husband, 
he infers that 

(a) Nancy's husband is a lecturer in the Department of Philosophy 

and believes this proposition to be true. Now, Peter tells John that (a) . 
John has not any other information on the subject. Both, Peter and John, 
believe (a) to be true. But, do both of them have the same beJief? To 
say that both have the same belief is to offer a poor account of their 
beliefs' content. If, John comes to believe that Smith is not Nancy's 
husband, he will not immediately abandon his belief in (a), instead he 
will conclude that Nancy's husband has to be one of the other lectures 
in the Department of Philosophy (and if he really does not know any
thing about who are the members of the Department of Philosophy, he 
will also conclude that Smith is not a lecturer in that Department). 
However, if Peter comes to believe that Smith is not Nancy's husband, 
he will have to abandon his belief in the truth of (a) (he should have to 
believe that (a) was false or suspend his judgment). (a) represents the 
content of John's belief in a faithful way. That is not the case for Peter. 
Peter helieves (a) only as an alternative expression of his belief that 
Smith is a lecturer in the Department of Philosophy28. If he comes to 
believe that Smith is not Nancy's husband, he cannot conclude that it 
has to be another lecturer in the Department of Philosophy who married 
Nancy, neither he will conclude that Smith is not a member of the De
partment of Philosophy). Peter has a complete answer to the question 
"Who is Nancy' s husband?" and this answer excludes any other possible 
one. (a) contains answers that Peter has excluded and which he cannot 
rationally accept. Peter is using "Nancy' s husband" referentially ; (a) 
bas for Peter the same content, as "Smith, who is married with Nancy, 
is a lecturer in the Department of Philosophy". 

28 Or the belief that Smith is Nancy's husband and is lecturer in the Department of 
Philosophy. That's the reason why he has to abandon his belief in a). Many times 
when a belief of the form "The F is G" is believed referentially, one does not only 
believe that an a (picked out by the description, which can fu lfill or not) is G, but also 
that a is F. So, very frequently when one believes "The F is G" referentially, one be
lieves 'Fa A Ga' and not only 'Gl '. This, of course, does not mean that the proposition 
one believes lo be true (the proposition expressed by the sentence one uses to express 
her belief) is not always analyzablc in Russellian terms. Carlos Moya and I develop 
this in 'Proper and Improper Beliefs' (manuscript). 
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In a similar vein, it does not matter what 'fortnight' means, if one 
believes that it is true that he will be gone for a fortnight because, and 
only because, he believes that he will be gone for twelve days, then the 
meaning of 'fortnight' has no role in order to determine the content of 
his or her belief. 

I think that this position can be fairly identified as externalist. It 
maintains that the meaning of terms is fixed by the contribution of the 
environment, and it also accepts that environment often contributes to 
partly fix the content of our thoughts through the meaning of terms 
which intervene in them. Besides, it accepts that beliefs are to be 
evaluated by the conventional meaning of the terms and not by the 
speaker's meaning, except when terms have a referential use29. After 
all, when a subject believes a sentence S to be trne, but the content of 
his thought does not correspond with the proposition expressed by this 
sentence, the content of his thought is also partly fixed by the enviroo
ment (although, maybe the environment that contributes is not the pre
sent one as in the case of people transported to Twin Earth or to Earth). 

If this is so, then it is my opinion that the qualifications made so far 
facilitate the conciliation between externalism and direct knowledge of 
our own thoughts, which some philosophers have put in question. Only 
when terms are used deferentially, the content of our thoughts is deter
mined by the actual meaning of the terms that figure in them. Other
wise, the terms we employ do not determine what our thoughts are 
about. So, when our terms are used referentially, we can know perfectly 
well, without carrying out any empirical research, the content of our 
intentional attitudes. When they are used deferentially, we perfectly 
know what the contents of our thoughts are, since they are as indetermi
nate as in the case in which we use a definite description attributively. 
When we believe that the murderer, whoever he is, is insane, it does not 
affect the knowledge of the content of our thought the fact that the mur
derer is John or that it is Paul. In the same way when we use 'fortnight' 
deferentially it does not affect the knowledge of our thought content that 
it means fourteen days or twelve days, since we are being deferential 
about its exact duration. On the other hand, if we use it referentially it 
does not matter either what its real meaning is, because we are using it 
to mean a particular period of time and only that period of time. It is 
like when we use 'the murderer' referentially to talk about John; it does 
not matter if he really has not killed anyone; we have managed to talk 
about him even if the sentence we have used is false (or untrue, I am 

,. 29 Recall the quotation above from Burge's 'Belief and Synonymy'. 
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not going to argue about that here). Our thought is about John even if 
John does not fulfill our description. 
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