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1 Propositions and Properties

1. Lewis’s old view was that propositions (i.e., sets of possible worlds) are the
objects of attitudes. He now thinks that the objects of attitudes are properties.

(a) Lewis is a nominalist. He thinks that the property of being red is just the
set of all the red things, the property of being square is the set of all the
square things, and so on.1

(b) You may worry: won’t this equate the property of being a renate with the
property of being a cordate?

i. It will not. The reason is that, when Lewis says that the property of be-
ing a renate is the set of all things with kidneys, he is not restricting his
quantifiers to the actual world. Lewis is a modal realist—he believes
that all of the merely possible worlds are real and concrete (though
not, of course, actual). So the set of all renates is a set which includes
many non-actual creatures with kidneys (some of which lack hearts),
and the set of all cordates is a set which includes many non-actual
creatures with hearts (some of which lack kidneys).

ii. Note that we don’t have to accept Lewis’s modal realism in order to
appropriate his understanding of properties. We could think that pos-
sibilia are abstract, and still say that a property is a set of possibilia—
the property would then just be a set of abstracta, rather than a set of
concreta (as it it for Lewis).

(c) So: when Lewis says that the objects of attitudes are properties, what he

1 If we’re careful, we’ll want to say that a property is a class, and not a set. But if you don’t know about
this distinction, don’t worry; it doesn’t matter for our purposes.

means is that they are sets of individuals at possible worlds. What it is to
bear an attitude like belief, then, is to self-ascribe the relevant property
i. E.g., to believe that you are Hume is to self-ascribe the property of

being identical to Hume. This is a property which contains Hume at
every world in which Hume exists.

ii. Similarly, to believe that Trump is president is to self-ascribe the prop-
erty of occupying a world in which Trump is president. This is a prop-
erty which contains everything which exists at any world in which
Trump is president.

2. Lewis’s main thesis comes in two parts: anything propositions can do, prop-
erties can do, too. And, moreover, there is work that properties can do which
propositions cannot.

(a) Take any possible worlds proposition, p. p is just a set of possible worlds.
For this set, we may exchange the property of existing in a world which is
a member of this set. This property is the set of all individuals which exist
at p worlds. So anything propositions can do, properties can do also.

(b) On the other hand, there is work that properties can do which propositions
cannot. When Rudolf Lingens learns who he is, he acquires a new belief—
but he does not learn any new proposition. The gods may know all of the
true propositions about the world without knowing which gods they are.
So there is knowledge they lack. However, with properties we can handle
these cases. When Lingens acquires his new belief, he comes to self-ascribe
the property of being Lingens. While the gods are able to locate precisely
which possible world they occupy, they are not able to say where in that
possible world they are—they are not able to self-ascribe the property of
being on the tallest mountain or being on the coldest mountain.

1



(c) Here, Lewis gives an argument from ignorance for the need to use prop-
erties as the objects of attitudes. In the case of the two gods, the argument
is that there is a kind of ignorance which can survive in the face of propo-
sitional omniscience. But if you can be ignorant even while knowing all
propositions, then not all knowledge is knowledge of propositions (knowl-
edge of which world you occupy). There must be additional knowledge
of where you are located within the world.

(d) Propositional knowledge is called knowledge de dicto. Self-locational
knowledge, on the other hand, Lewis calls knowledge de se. His thesis
is that knowledge de se subsumes knowledge de dicto.

2 Hume and Heimson

3. Hume believes that he is Hume—this is the belief which Hume would express
by saying ‘I am Hume’. Heimson also believes that he is Hume, and Heimson
would also express this belief by saying ‘I am Hume’. Do Hume and Heimson
believe the same thing?

(a) Perry says ‘no’. He draws a distinctions between belief states and proposi-
tions believed. While Hume and Heimson occupy the very same belief state,
they believe different propositions. What Hume believes is that Hume is
Hume. What Heimson believes is that Heimson is Hume. So even though
they occupy the very same belief state, they thereby come to believe differ-
ent things. It is not the propositions believed, but rather the belief states,
which explain action.

i. Perry’s proposal isn’t very developed in this paper, but we might sug-
gest the following way of cashing it out: the objects of beliefs are
standard, possible-worlds propositions. However, a proposition can
be believed in any number of ways, under any number of guises. On
this proposal, belief isn’t just a two-place relation between a subject
and a proposition, but rather a three-place relation between a sub-
ject, a proposition, and a guise, under which the subject believes the
proposition.

The Guise Theory of Belief
Belief is a three-place relation between a subject, S , a propo-

sition ϕ, and a guise γ .

Believes(S ,ϕ,γ )

ii. If we interpret Perry in this way, then his claim is that the guises γ
individuate the belief state, whereas the propositionϕ individuates the
proposition believed. Then, it can be that two subjects believe different
propositions under the same guise. For instance, Perry claims that
Hume believes that Hume is Hume, under a first personal guise, γI .

Believes(Hume, 〈‘Hume = Hume’〉,γI )
On the other hand, Heimson believes that Heimson is Hume, under
the same first personal guise,

Believes(Heimson, 〈‘Heimson = Hume’〉,γI )
For this reason, Hume and Heimson are in the same belief state,
though they believe different things. Their belief states relate them
each to different propositions.

iii. It’s worth distinguishing guises from Fregean senses, and thereby dis-
tinguishing this position from the Fregean position. The Fregean
holds onto a theory according to which belief is a two-place relation
between a subject and a proposition (a Fregean thought). They say
that sense determines reference, so the Fregean thought determines
its truth-value. For the Fregean, if the mode of presentation under
which Hume believes he is Hume is the same as the mode of presen-
tation under which Heimson believes that he is Hume, then Hume
and Heimson must believe the very same thing, and either both of
their beliefs are true or both of their beliefs are false. But Hume’s
belief is true, while Heimson’s belief is false.

(b) Lewis says ‘yes’. When Hume believes that he is Hume, he self-ascribes the
property of being Hume. When Heimson believes that he is Hume, he
also self-ascribes the property of being Hume. Hume correctly self-ascribes
this property, whereas Heimson incorrectly self-ascribes this property.

3 Centered Worlds

4. In §10, Lewis introduces an equivalent way of thinking about the de se, due to
Quine. This way of thinking about the de se has become commonplace, and
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so it’s worth taking some time to introduce it here.

5. (a) Let’s go back to our intentional semantics from earlier in the semester. To
refresh your memory, we denoted the meaning of an expression ðξ ñ with
ð⟦ξ ⟧ñ .

(b) Given a possible world w , an extensional semantics assigned to every sen-
tence, s , a meaning, ⟦s⟧w . This meaning is just the truth-value of the
sentence s at world w .

(c) To get an intensional semantics, we let the meaning of a sentence be, not
a truth-value, but rather a function from possible worlds to truth-values,

⟦s⟧ = λw .⟦s⟧w
(d) Quine had the idea of replacing worlds with what he called centered worlds.

Intuitively, a centered world is a possible world with a ‘You are here’ label,
telling you where and when you are located at that world. Formally, we
can take a centered world, c , to be a triple of a possible world, w , a place,
x , and a time, t .2

c =< w, x , t >

(e) Then, we can re-construct our intensional semantics so that, rather than
saying that the meaning of a sentence is a function from whole possible
worlds to truth-value, they are instead functions from centered possible
worlds to truth-value,

⟦s⟧ = λc .⟦s⟧c or, ⟦s⟧ = λ < w, i , t > .⟦s⟧<w,x ,t>
i. As an aside, we saw during our discussion of Modal Logic that we

could understand modal operators like ‘Necessarily’ and ‘Possibly’ as
shifting the world-index. That is,

⟦ Possibly, ϕ⟧<w,x ,t> = 1 iff ∃w∗ : ⟦ϕ⟧<w∗,x ,t>
And, once we move to a semantics involving centered worlds, we can
understand temporal operators like ‘Always’ and ‘Sometimes’ as shift-
ing the time-index. That is,

⟦ Sometimes, ϕ⟧<w,x ,t> = 1 iff ∃t ∗ : ⟦ϕ⟧<w,x ,t ∗>
2 There are other ways of making sense of centered worlds. See Shen-yi Liao (2012), “What are centered

worlds?”, The Philosophical Quarterly. 62 (247): 294–316 .

(f ) When we were dealing with a semantics involving only possible worlds,
we let the proposition expressed by a sentence s , ð〈s 〉ñ , just be the set of
worlds which get mapped to true by the meaning of s , ⟦s⟧. That is,

〈s 〉 def= {w | ⟦s⟧w = 1}
And, similarly, once we’ve moved to a semantics with centered worlds, we
can let the centered proposition expressed by a sentence, s , be the set of
centered worlds which get mapped to true by the meaning of the sentence
s , ⟦s⟧. That is,

〈s 〉 def= {< w, x , t >| ⟦s⟧<w,x ,t> = 1}
(g) According to this new semantics, sentences are not true or false everywhere

and everywhen throughout a world. Rather, they could express something
true at one place and time, and express something false at another place
and time, even within the same world. Moreover, not just the sentence,
but what you say with the sentence could be true at one place and one time
and false at another.

(h) Thus, Hume and Heimson could both believe the very same centered
proposition—this is just the proposition which is true at all centered
worlds which have Hume at the center. However, this one proposition
is true for Hume and false for Heimson.

4 The Doctrine of Propositions and Explaining Actions

6. Perry sets as his target what he calls ‘the doctrine of propositions’. This doctrine
is, more or less, the Fregean position. As Perry frames it, the doctrine has three
components:

The Doctrine of Propositions

(a) Belief is a two-place relation between a subject, S , and a propo-
sition, ϕ.

Believes(S ,ϕ)
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(b) Propositions fine-grained—e.g., they are individuated in part
by conceptual content, modes of presentation, or Fregean
senses. (That is, there may be distinct propositions with the
very same truth-conditions; so, e.g., ‘Hesperus = Hesperus’
may express a different proposition than ‘Hesperus = Phos-
phorus’.)

(c) Propositions are true or false absolutely within any possible
world.

7. There is another important assumption which Perry makes, which is that ac-
tions are to be explained in part by what the subject believes, and in part by
what the agent desires.

Belief-Desire Explanation
Any two subjects with the same beliefs and the same desires will act
in the same manner.

8. Perry thinks that cases of self-locating belief are supposed to pose a problem
for the Doctrine of Propositions. Unlike Lewis, Perry’s cases don’t focus on
ignorance, but rather on explaining changes in behavior. The problem he sees
is this:

(a) We want to explain why Perry suddenly straightened the sugar in his cart.
His desires did not change. So what explains his change in behavior must
have been some change in his beliefs.

(b) According to the Doctrine of Propositions (a), a change in Perry’s beliefs
must correspond to a new proposition believed by Perry.

(c) According to the Doctrine of Propositions (b), this new proposition,
which Perry would express by uttering ‘I am making a mess’, must have
some concept/mode of presentation/sense, σ (‘I’), as a part of its meaning.

(d) If this concept/mode of presentation/sense is shared by all users of the
English word ‘I’, then, if the proposition Perry expresses by saying ‘I am
making a mess’ is true, then the proposition which you express when you
say ‘I am making a mess’ would also have to be true—by the Doctrine of
Propositions (c). Since you are not making a mess, this cannot be correct.

(e) So, the concept/mode of presentation/sense of ‘I’ in the proposition Perry
expresses by saying ‘I am making a mess’ cannot be shared by all users of the

English world ‘I’. It must be a concept/mode of presentation/sense which
picks out Perry uniquely. Call that concept/mode of presentation/sense
‘α’.

(f ) But Perry’s change in behavior will not be adequately explained by the fact
that he came to believe that α is making a mess. For we must also suppose
that Perry believes that he is the referent determined by α. Otherwise, his
change in behavior will not be explained.

9. As we’ve seen, Perry gives up on the first part of the Doctrine of Propositions.
He thinks that we must distinguish between beliefs and belief states. On our
suggested way of making sense of this distinction (in terms of the Guise Theory
of Belief ), belief is actually a three-place relation between a subject, a proposi-
tion, and a guise.

(a) Note that, once we deny the first component of the Doctrine of Proposi-
tions, we should probably also deny the second. For guises are well suited
to do all of the work that Fregean senses/concepts/modes of presentation
were meant to do.

(b) With guises in hand, we could say that the proposition expressed by (H) is
the same as the proposition expressed by (P)

(H) Hesperus = Hesperus
(P) Hesperus = Phosphorus

However, even though these propositions are the same, these sentences ex-
press them under different guises. And therefore, we may believe this one
proposition under the first guise, but not under the second. That is, it
may be true that

Believes(Dmitri, 〈H〉,γH )
even while it is false that

Believes(Dmitri, 〈H〉,γP )
(where ‘γH ’ is the guise corresponding to the sentence ‘Hesperus = Hes-
perus’ and ‘γP ’ is the guise corresponding to the sentence ‘Hesperus =
Phosphorus’.)

10. While Perry gives up on parts (a) and (b) of the Doctrine of Propositions, Lewis
gives us on parts (b) and (c).
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(a) On Lewis’s view, there is no difference between believing that you are Mark
Twain and believing that you are Sam Clemens. In both cases, you are self-
ascribing the very same property. So propositions are not fine-grained.

(b) However, the objects of belief—centered propositions—are not true or
false absolutely within any possible world. The centered proposition ex-
pressed by ‘I am Hume’ is true at a Hume-center and false at a Heimson-
center in the very same world.

11. In the section titled ‘Relativized Propositions’, Perry argues against the centered
worlds approach of Lewis.

12. In section 6 (p. 526), and in section 12 (and §13), Lewis argues against Perry’s
approach.
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