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McDowell’s Alternative
Conceptions of the World

William Fish® and Cynthia Macdonald®

Introduction

In ‘On McDowell’s Identity Conception of Truth’ (Fish and Macdonald,
2007) we presented a pair of identity claims which we suggested makes
sense of John McDowell’s remarks about the contents of true thoughts and
represents his considered opinion on the matter. Among the various things
that McDowell claims about the contents of true thoughts, two themes stand
out: (1) that the content of a true thought is a fact; (2) that facts are constit-
uents of the world. Some (for example Dodd, 1995) have argued that (1) and
(2) are inconsistent on the following grounds. As McDowell understands
things, (1) commits us to a Fregean view of facts, according to which facts
are senses that have senses as constituents, whereas (2) commits us to a
‘robust’ conception of facts, according to which facts have objects and prop-
erties as constituents. But, since senses are not objects and properties but
modes of presentation of objects and properties, it is inconsistent to claim
that the constituents of facts are both senses (from (1)) and objects and
properties (from (2)).

In response to this apparent inconsistency, we pointed out that the claim
that facts are senses that have senses as constituents indicates that there are
two categories of senses: complex and atomic. Complex senses are ones that
have other senses as constituents (and are of suitable complexity to serve as
thought contents); simple senses are the basic, atomic senses that are the
constituents of complex senses (and are basic modes of presentation). So, to
be clear, rather than say that facts are senses that have senses as constitu-
ents, we should say that facts are complex senses that have atomic senses as
constituents.

The question remains of how to reconcile this with the idea that facts are
constituents of the world. To do this, we noted first that McDowell explicitly
rejects the claim that, in order to be constituents of the world, facts must have
objects and properties as constituents. He suggests instead that facts are
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elements of the world ‘on the natural Tractarian conception’ (1999: p. 96).
We then noted that, in the Tractatus, Wittgenstein also classifies facts, qua
constituents of the world, into a class of simple facts and a class of complex
facts. Moreover, as is the case with Fregean senses, complex facts (Tatsache)
have simple facts (Sachverhalte) as constituents.

This leaves us with the following picture:

Fregean senses Tractarian facts
Complex Complex senses (thought contents) Tatsache
Simple Simple senses (modes of presentation) Sachverhalte

Our proposal was that McDowell makes two identity claims, corresponding
to the two rows in this chart: (I1) that complex senses are identical with
complex facts (Tatsache) and (I2) that simple senses are identical with
simple facts (Sachverhalte). We defended this view in part by showing that
Sachverhalte can be seen to present objects in particular ways: the Sachver-
halte that is the object’s being undernourished can be seen as presenting the
object as being a certain way, viz. undernourished. We think that this
proposal is novel and also makes much-needed sense of the various claims
that McDowell makes about the contents of true thoughts. However, there
are a number of potential residual difficulties with it. In the present paper,
we take the opportunity to address three of these, highlighting and
clarifying important features of the proposal in the process.

1 Object Senses versus Predicate Senses

McDowell claims that the content of a whole thought must show some level
of complexity:

the content of a whole thought must do more than present what one is
thinking about in a certain way (for instance in the way in which ‘that
tiger’, in the circumstances I am imagining [i.e., in the presence of a
suitably situated tiger], presents a certain tiger); it must also fix how
one thinks things stand with what one is thinking about (for instance
that it looks undernourished).

(2005: correspondence)

On the basis of this, we suggested that a (true) whole Fregean thought
content such as [fhat tiger is undernourishedCimust be complex, constituted
by a mode of presentation of the tiger and a mode of presentation of under-
nourishedness. In line with one of our identity claims ((12) — the claim that
simple senses are identical with simple facts), we proposed that these atomic
modes of presentation are identical to Tractarian Sachverhalte. Which
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Sachverhalte? The object’s being a tiger and the object’s being undernour-
ished, respectively. These constituents are both simple Fregean senses/
modes of presentation (that present the object as being, in turn, a tiger and
undernourished) and simple Sachverhalte/simple constituents of the world.

This proposal may look somewhat strange. After all, the initial thought
content [fhat tiger is undernourished[has subject—predicate form. On a stan-
dard reading, the Fregean senses that make up this content would be, first,
amode of presentation of an object (the tiger) and, second, amode of presen-
tation of a property —undernourishedness. Yet according to our proposal, the
senses that constitute this content are both modes of presentation of the
object.

This concern can be seen more clearly if we imagine ourselves confronted
by a group of emaciated tigers. Consider the pair of contents: [fhat tiger is
undernourished[J(pointing at one tiger) and [fhat tiger is undernourished
(pointing at another). Naturally, we take these two contents as predicating
the same property of two distinct tigers. However, on the proposal we have
presented, the senses corresponding to the predicate ‘is undernourished’ in
these two contents are actually different modes of presentation of the
different objects.

Now, we agree that there is something right in the thought that the general
concept of something’s being undernourished — alternatively, the conception
of the property of undernourishedness — can be detached from particular
instances of undernourishedness. But our suggestion, based on McDowell’s
remarks concerning the case of colour concepts, was that the general — non
de re — sense of a predicate is in fact extracted from specific de re senses.
Although McDowell doesn’t explicitly discuss the case of undernourished-
ness, he does discuss the case of colour. This is what he says about it:

A repertoire of concepts of ways of being colored ... already contains
the conceptual content for a repertoire of concepts of associated
objects — colors. ... One carves out, as it were, a concept of a color, an
object of a certain kind, by imposing a different articulation on a
thought that first comes into view as a thought to the effect that an
ordinary object is colored in a certain way.

(1998: p. 416)

Here it looks as though McDowell is suggesting that our concepts of prop-
erties — colour in the case McDowell is talking about, undernourishedness
in the tiger case — are carved out by imposing a different articulation on
thoughts that objects bear the relevant property. So we maintain that, while
there is indeed a sense in which the concept of being undernourished is
detachable from particular successful episodes of thinking that something is
undernourished, McDowell’s view is that it is nonetheless derived from such
instances.
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How might this process work? Well, suppose we think (correctly) that
each tiger in the group we are confronted with is undernourished. In line
with our original proposal, we suggest that the contents of these thoughts
contain distinct senses/Sachverhalte corresponding to the ‘is undernour-
ished’ predicate — object,’s being undernourished, object,’s being under-
nourished, object;’s being undernourished, and so on. Still, we can, as
McDowell suggests in the above quotation, ‘impose a different articulation’
on this array of thoughts. In imposing this different articulation, we register
‘the univocity of [“is undernourished”] by associating it with a single sort of
de re sense’ (1984/1998: p. 220). So although each of our token thoughts
contains different de re senses, we can register what these thoughts have in
common by acknowledging that each contains a distinct sense of the same
de re sense type. The difference between the senses lies not in their underly-
ing nature, but rather in the ways in which they can be grouped together in
imposing different articulations on our (de re) thoughts.!

2 False Thoughts

Thus far, we have presented the proposal by focusing on true thoughts,
which enable us to assume that there will be Tractarian Sachverhalte to
identify with the simple Fregean senses that constitute a complex thought
content. However, it seems that we can also have false thoughts. How can
our proposal be extended to these?

The first thing to note is that a putative thought can fail in different ways.
For example, the putative thought that [fhat tiger is undernourished[Jcan
fail if there is no object present at all — say if the subject is hallucinating a
tiger. Call this kind of failure existence failure. Another kind of failure can
occur if the subject makes a mistake about the nature of the object. Say, for
example, there is an undernourished lion present, but we mistake the lion
for a tiger because of light falling through bars. Here the putative thought
[(fhat tiger is undernourished[(arguably) fails as the undernourished object
is not a tiger but a lion. Call this kind of failure classification failure. A third
kind of failure occurs when we correctly identify an object, but falsely pred-
icate something of that object — say, we think [fhat tiger is undernourished[
when in fact it is perfectly well fed. This kind of failure can be called
predication failure.

In a footnote in our original paper, we suggested that ‘de re senses [are]
unavailable to feature in the contents of false thoughts’ (2007: p. 39).
Although there is a sense in which this claim is correct, it is too quick. The
‘false thoughts’ we had in mind were those thoughts that exhibit existence
failure, and we stand by the claim that, where this kind of failure is
concerned, there is no possibility of identifying senses to feature in the
contents of such putative thoughts. Our view is that, in cases like these,
there is no thought (and a fortiori no false thought) expressed of the kind
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the subject takes there to be. Of course, this itself calls for explanation: how
could the subject be so misled as to think that she is thinking a thought of a
certain kind when there is no such thought to be had? We can get a sense of
the kind of explanation McDowell has in mind by returning to our discus-
sion of the extraction strategy in section 1 above.

McDowell insists that we can impose a different articulation on our
thoughts by associating elements of the contents of these thoughts with
‘sorts of’ de re senses. Elsewhere, when he talks about subjects who are
mistaken, he appeals to these de re sense sorts as follows:

Given a context, a sort of de re sense may determine a de re sense (if
one cares to put it like that), or else it may determine nothing. And in
the latter sort of case, according to this way of thinking, there can only
be a gap — an absence — at, so to speak, the relevant place in the mind
—the place where, given that the sort of de re sense in question appears
to be instantiated, there appears to be a specific de re sense.
(1984/1998: p. 221)

McDowell presents this proposal in terms of first- and second-order beliefs.
If a subject falsely claims that ‘that tiger is undernourished’, then ‘the belief
that makes [this] behaviour intelligible is a (false) second-order belief to the
effect that the subject has, and is expressing, a first-order belief’ (1977/1998:
186). In such a case, the second-order belief ‘says’ that the subject has a first-
order belief involving a certain sort of de re sense when, in fact, the subject
lacks such a belief. Importantly, it is not the case that the subject has a first-
order belief with some kind of (false) de re sense proxy, but that the subject
lacks such a belief altogether — the subject merely believes that she has such
a belief.

Our view is that, in both existence and classification failures, there is no
first-order belief expressed at all, since, although there may be de re Hion
and [figer[sense sorts in the particular situations envisaged, there are no
specific de re senses instantiated in the mind of the thinker. Yet as we have
noted, there are other ways in which thoughts might fail and, in those cases
at least, we can see nothing in the picture that would preclude a position on
which de re senses featured in the contents of such thoughts. This might be
so in the case of (simple) predication failure. Here, a necessary condition of
successfully essaying the de re singular thought — that there is a res to figure
in it — is satisfied, so at least one of the Sachverhalte that would feature in
the content of a successful thought remains available to feature in the
content of a false thought, namely, the fact of the object’s being a tiger.
Given the extraction strategy for accounting for the sense of a predicate, it
is possible to develop a theory of the content of false thoughts that exhibit
these kinds of failure which makes an appeal to those de re senses that are
available. As long as there is a suitably situated tiger present to figure in the
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object-dependent sense expressed by ‘that tiger’, there seems to be no
reason to suppose that this sense could not figure in thoughts about that very
tiger that exhibit predication failure. In the case of a thought that fails for
this reason, our proposal leaves open the possibility that the predicate sense
—asort or type of sense, recall — simply will not be instantiated by the object
(that tiger).

Of course, that this possibility is available doesn’t guarantee that it is
McDowell’s considered view on the matter. Moreover, where false thoughts
are concerned, expounding McDowell’s views is difficult since he doesn’t
actually say much about such cases. Our suspicion, however, is that McDow-
ell would in fact take the option outlined above in the case of predication fail-
ure, preferring a kind of ‘disjunctive’ rather than a unified treatment of failed
singular de re thoughts. With this in mind, we suggest that, in cases where the
subject appears to think that [fhat tiger is undernourishedCwhen it is in fact
well fed, McDowell would accept the claim that the subject thinks a false
thought with a content containing a de re sense corresponding to ‘that tiger’.

3 The Realm of Sense and the Realm of Reference

The final point of clarification concerns the relationship between objects
and properties — entities from the realm of Bedeutung or reference — and
senses (and, by extension, the facts that they are identical with). The crucial
component to understanding this, we suggest, is to recognize that, if they are
to be identified with senses as we suggest, then facts cannot be inhabitants
of the realm of reference and, in particular, that they cannot be further enti-
ties from the realm of reference that have objects and properties as constit-
uents. As McDowell insists, ‘to construe knowledge of the sense of an
expression ... [as] knowledge of ... an entity (the sense of the expression)
seems ... gratuitous’ (1977/1998: p. 175).

Ifthe realm of senses (and, by extension, facts) is not a sub-part of the realm
of reference, then what is the relation between the two realms? McDowell’s
key insight is that the realm of facts/sense and the realm of objects/reference
are in fact two alternative conceptions of one and the same world. The realm
of facts/sense views the world as thinkable and is, to this extent, mind-
dependent. When we think truly, what we think is something from the realm
of facts/sense: [fhat tiger is undernourishedl) for example. What we think
about when we think [fhat tiger is undernourishedl] however, is something
from the mind-independent realm of reference — the tiger itself. So by think-
ing something from the mind-dependent realm of sense we succeed in think-
ing about something from the mind-independent realm of reference.

This interpretation is supported by more recent work from McDowell
(2008b). In a response to Charles Travis, he characterizes the division
between the realm of sense and the realm of reference in terms of ‘Frege’s
line’ — the line which ‘separates non-conceptual items, on the left, from
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conceptual items, on the right’ (2008b: p. 259). McDowell goes on to say the
following:

[R]eason’s reach coincides with the realm of thought, in something
like the sense Frege attaches to ‘Gedanke’; the realm of the thinkable.
Travis thinks my condition leaves a piece of meat I see, a left-hand side
item, outside reason’s reach: unable to bear rationally on what I
should think. But that is as if one supposed Frege’s conception of
thinkables as Sinne leaves left-hand side items — which belong in the
realm of Bedeutung, not in the realm of Sinn — outside the reach of
thinking. Certainly pieces of meat are not thinkables: not Gedanken or
constituents of Gedanken. They belong on the left-hand side of
Frege’s line. But that does not put them beyond the reach of thinking.

(McDowell, 2008b: p. 260)

Here McDowell once again clearly makes the distinction between the realm
of sense (on the right-hand side of Frege’s line) and the realm of reference
(on the left-hand side). But in doing so, he does not endorse any two-world
view of facts, on the one hand, and senses, on the other. On the contrary, he
goes on to state explicitly that the kinds of expressions we have been using
to denote facts, ‘expressions of the form “the meat’s being ... on the rug”,
[and] “the meat’s being ... underdone” ... characterize right-hand side items
[or alternatively] belong in the realm of sense and hence can be thought’
(2008b: p. 261).2

Of course, this insistence that there are two alternative conceptions of the
world in play raises the question of how they are connected. McDowell
(1999: p. 94) says that objects — elements from the realm of reference/left-
hand side of Frege’s line — figure in facts — elements from the realm of sense/
right-hand side of Frege’s line. To understand the connection between the
two realms, then, we need to know what ‘figuring in’ amounts to. Now, if it
were to be understood in terms of constitution, then this would seem to
make one conception — the one containing the constituents — prior to or
more fundamental than the other. But, as we noted in our original paper,
McDowell is explicit that we must ‘firmly distinguish “figure in” from “be a
constituent of”” (1986/1998: p. 237). So ‘figuring in’ should not be under-
stood in terms of constitution. Instead, we should understand it exactly as
McDowell says we should: ‘for an object to figure in a thought, a thinkable,
is for it to be the Bedeutung associated with a Sinn that is a constituent of
the thinkable’ (1999: pp. 94-5). The relationship between facts — elements
from the realm of sense — and objects — elements from the realm of reference
—is simply that of sense to referent.

“Massey University, New Zealand
bQueen’s University Belfast, UK
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Notes

1 One might worry that this strategy focuses too closely on perceptual contents. In
particular, it seems possible for one to think that [fhat tiger is undernourished}-
perhaps on the basis of expert testimony — even in cases in which one does not,
because one cannot, see that [fhat tiger is undernourishedl] To understand how
this can be, note that McDowell insists that ‘every aspect of the content of an
intuition is present in a form in which it is already suitable to be the content’ of
a thought or judgment (2008a: p. 7). This suggests that the contents of both the
thought and perception involve the same Tractarian Tatsachen: the object’s
being a tiger and being undernourished. Nothing precludes a given Tatsache
from featuring in the content of a thought without its also featuring in the content
of a perception. In such a case, the subject will merely be said to think that [fhat
tiger is undernourishedCwithout seeing that [fhat tiger is undernourished(]

2 McDowell also goes on to make our senses-facts identity claim explicit when he
says that ‘the distinction [the Tractatus] insists on between facts and complex
objects is in the spirit of the distinction Travis dramatizes as Frege’s line, with
complex objects on a counterpart to the left-hand side and facts on a counterpart
to the right-hand side’ (2008b: p. 264).
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