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Abstract Social externalism must allow that subjects can misunderstand the 

content of their own thoughts. I argue that we can exploit this commitment to create a 

dilemma for the view’s account of communication. To arrive at the first horn of the 

dilemma, I argue that, on social externalism, it is understanding (and not content) 

which is the measure of communicative success. This would be a highly revisionary 

account of communication. The only way that the social externalist can salvage the 

claim that mental content is central to explaining communicative success is by 

adopting an account which gives unacceptable diagnoses as to the success of 

communicative exchanges. This is the second horn of the dilemma. Contrastingly, 

certain internalist views of content, which deny that subjects share thought content, do 

not face the dilemma. I argue that, as such, we should prefer accounts of 

communication which deny that subjects speak the same language. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

A communicative exchange is an event in which a speaker, who has in mind some 

particular thought, somehow manages to cause a thought to occur in the mind of a 

hearer by means of producing certain complex sounds, inscriptions, or gestures. A 

view of communicative success which seems initially plausible is one which claims 

that the content of the thought which the speaker expresses must be the same as the 

content of the thought which the hearer grasps. For example, if the speaker expresses 

the thought that there is milk in the fridge, she succeeds in her communicative 

endeavours only if her audience grasps this very content. If one is attracted by 

something like this picture, one might also think that social externalism should have 

no problem in underpinning a plausible account of communicative success. Social 

externalism is the view that the content of thought is individuated, in part, by a 

subject’s social environment. One of the view’s apparently attractive features is that it 

can claim that subjects who are internally very different can still be thinking thoughts 

with the very same content as each other. Social externalism makes it very easy for 

subjects to entertain the type-identical contents which figure in the picture of 

communicative success sketched above. As such, social externalism looks well placed 

to explain the widespread success of our communicative attempts. 

In this paper, I argue that, on the contrary, views which posit widespread 

shared content face insuperable difficulties in explaining communication. This is 

because, in pursuit of shared content, such views must allow that subjects can 

misunderstand the content of their own thoughts. I argue that we can exploit this 

relationship between content and understanding to create a dilemma for the view. To 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11098-015-0467-4
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do this, I first argue that, on social externalism, it is shared understanding, and not 

content, which is the measure of communicative success. This is the first horn of the 

dilemma. The only way in which the social externalist can salvage the claim that 

mental content is central to explaining communicative success is by adopting an 

account of communication which gives highly implausible diagnoses as to the success 

and failure of communicative exchanges. This is the second horn of the dilemma. 

The paper proceeds as follows. I begin, in Sections 1 and 2, with some 

introductory remarks about social externalism and communicative success. In 

Sections 3, 4, and 5, I demonstrate why social externalism faces the dilemma. My 

argument proceeds in three steps. In the first two steps, I present the first horn of the 

dilemma. In the third step, I demonstrate why the social externalist cannot resist the 

first horn without finding herself on the second horn of the dilemma. In Section 6, I 

deal with objections to my argument. 

 

 

1 Social Externalism 

 

Social externalism, or ‘social anti-individualism’, is the view that a subject’s thought 

content is individuated by her social environment. Since the infamous arguments 

presented by Burge (1979), social externalism has become orthodoxy; it is defended 

by many who work on mental content (e.g., Goldberg 2007, Brown 2004, Sawyer 

1999), and is also favoured amongst the greater philosophical community.1 The 

primary motivation for the view is a series of thought experiments which are 

popularly thought to demonstrate that two subjects can be internally exactly similar 

and yet entertain thoughts with different contents due to differences between their 

respective language communities. For the purposes of this paper, it is the following 

features of the view which will be important. According to social externalism, 

although subjects do sometimes possess idiosyncratic concepts, they can very easily 

possess concepts which are type-identical to those possessed by others in their 

linguistic community. Subjects can do this provided they satisfy certain conditions. 

Firstly, they must defer to experts in their linguistic community with respect to the 

correct application of the relevant concepts; and, secondly, they must possess basic 

linguistic competence with respect to their language in general (Burge 1979, p. 114). 

These conditions on concept possession are undemanding: importantly, subjects can 

be quite mistaken as to the application-conditions of a concept and yet still be 

correctly attributed thoughts containing that concept. That is, subjects can think 

thoughts which contain concepts that they only partially or ‘incompletely’ understand 

(Burge 1979, pp. 82–83). Burge (1986) also argues that subjects can be attributed 

grasp of communal concepts in cases in which a subject possesses a deviant 

understanding, or non-standard theory, of that concept. It is a distinctive feature of 

                                                 
1 Most philosophers who do not endorse social externalism endorse some other form of externalism 

(e.g. Fodor 1994, Millikan 1984). I do not consider other forms of content externalism in this paper, but 

I believe that a version of my argument would apply to any theory which posits widespread shared 

content.  



 3 

social externalism that it allows that content and understanding can come apart in this 

way. And it is this feature of the account which, I will argue, prevents the view from 

underpinning a plausible account of communicative success. Before turning to my 

argument, I will introduce the basic framework for understanding communication 

from within which I will pose the dilemma. 

 

 

2 Communicative Attempts and Communicative Success 

 

Following Pagin (2008), I will assume that communicative attempts are events with a 

particular structure. Pagin writes: 

 

In a communicative event there is a sender, a signal, and a receiver. The event 

is a process that starts with some inner state of the sender and ends with some 

inner state of the receiver. In between a signal is transmitted between sender 

and receiver. The relevant inner state of the sender takes part in causing the 

signal, and the signal in turn takes part in causing the relevant inner state of 

the receiver.2 (Pagin 2008, p. 88) 

 

In the case of human communication, these inner states will be mental states with 

mental content; and the signal will typically be a verbal utterance, written message or 

gesture.3 There are surely further features which must be added to complete this 

account of a communicative attempt.4 However, in this paper, I am concerned 

primarily with the conditions on the success of a communicative attempt, rather than 

the precise structure of the attempt itself. 

Speakers can make hundreds of communicative attempts in a day, but not all 

of them will succeed. Our background assumption about the structure of a 

communicative attempt made reference to two contentful mental states in the speaker 

and hearer, respectively. It is common for accounts of communication to measure 

success, in part, in terms of a relation which holds between these two contentful 

states.5 I will call this relation the ‘Content Relation’: 

 

Content Relation: For a communicative attempt to succeed, it is necessary that 

a particular relation holds between the content of the initial state of the speaker 

and the content of the terminal state of the hearer. 

 

                                                 
2 Pagin talks of ‘inner’ states here in order to ensure that the sender and receiver are sufficiently 

complex entities. He writes, “Without such a restriction, it would be admissible to count any causal 

interaction between two entities as communication, and this would trivialize the idea.” (2008, p. 89) 

Importantly, Pagin stresses that his talk of ‘inner’ states is not meant to suggest that these states are 

narrowly individuated, private, unobservable or suchlike. 
3 I will assume that the content of an utterance is the same as the content of the mental state it is used to 

express. 
4 For examples of such accounts, see Shannon and Weaver (1949) and Sperber and Wilson (1986). 
5 A version of this view is argued for in Pagin (2008). 
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Plausibly, it is not enough for just any contentful state to be caused in the hearer. 

Rather, there are three usual ways to specify what this relation must be. Firstly, there 

is the ‘Same Content View’, sketched at the beginning of this paper. This view claims 

that the relationship must be one of type-identity: if the speaker asserts that P, success 

demands that the hearer grasp that P. Secondly, there is the weaker ‘Similar Content 

View’, which claims that this relationship must be one of similarity: if the speaker 

asserts that P, the hearer must grasp a content, P*, which is similar to P. The Similar 

Content View allows that the hearer can grasp a different content to that which was 

expressed by the speaker, provided that this content bears some specified degree of 

similarity to the content of the speaker’s initial state. Importantly, any plausible 

version of the Similar Content View should not allow that these contents, P and P*, 

can be similar in any old respect. Given our background assumption about the 

structure of a communicative attempt, such a view would be trivially true: whenever a 

hearer grasps a content, this content will be similar to that expressed by the speaker in 

at least some respect. Rather, the usual version of the Similar Content View will claim 

that content must be highly similar, or similar in many respects, or similar in respects 

which are relevant in the conversational context.6 The third version of the Content 

Relation I will call the ‘Combination View’. On this view, sameness of content is 

sometimes required for communicative success, but mere similarity of content is also 

sometimes sufficient. 

No view of mental content entails any of the three usual Content Relations. 

However, certain Content Relations appear better suited to certain views of mental 

content. Those who endorse content externalism tend to think that sameness of 

content is sometimes, or often, required for communicative success. For example, 

Burge (1993), Goldberg (2007), and Fricker (2006) argue that the facilitation of 

communication requires shared content, at least in cases of testimonial knowledge 

acquisition. There is not space in this paper to deal with testimonial exchanges; as 

such, I will set testimony to one side and focus purely on the semantic dimension of 

communicative attempts. An example of a Same Content View which extends to non-

testimonial communicative exchanges can be found in Newman (2005). Newman 

appeals to the Same Content View to attack Searle’s (1983) de se view of mental 

content. In contrast, the Similar Content View is typically endorsed, as a defensive 

manoeuvre, by theories of content which cannot posit shared content. Examples of 

such views are the holistic theories defended in Jorgensen (2009) and Rapaport 

(2003). There are also authors, such as Bezuidenhout (1997), who argue for the 

Similar Content View on different grounds. Although the above authors disagree 

about the nature of the Content Relation, they all endorse one in some form or other. 

It will be a working hypothesis of this paper that an account of communicative 

success should include one of these three Content Relations. I will argue that a social 

                                                 
6 How to understand conceptual similarity will vary across different views of content. For example, 

some will appeal to similarity in conceptual role, or in application-conditions, or in extension, etc. It 

should be noted that there may be problems with certain of these approaches. For example, Fodor and 

Lepore (1992) have argued that conceptual role semantics cannot provide an account of similarity of 

content or sameness of content. 



 5 

externalist cannot sensibly endorse any of the usual Content Relations and, as such, 

her view is highly revisionary.  

In the next section, I begin my argument. The argument appeals to a particular 

notion of conceptual understanding. As such, before presenting the argument, it will 

be useful to introduce this notion. The kind of understanding involved is 

understanding which tracks a subject’s cognitive perspective on the content of her 

thoughts. I will call this kind of understanding, ‘subject-sensitive understanding’. 

Subject-sensitive understanding tracks how a subject is disposed to employ content in 

her reasoning. This kind of understanding includes the subject’s perspective on both 

the inferential relations between contents, and the conceptual relations between 

concepts, in her cognitive economy. Roughly speaking, subject-sensitive 

understanding is supposed to capture ‘how things seem’ to the subject. On social 

externalism, a subject’s subject-sensitive understanding can be incorrect: if a subject 

wants to discover which conceptual and inferential relations actually hold between her 

concepts and thoughts, she must look to other members of her community, or to a 

dictionary.7 It should be stressed that this notion of understanding should not be 

objectionable to the social externalist. In fact, there is reason to think that social 

externalists need to appeal to subject-sensitive understanding in order to explain a 

subject’s cognitive relationship to the concepts which she partially grasps: social 

externalists need a way to characterise the sense in which subjects can possess a 

concept whilst yet misunderstanding that concept. A kind of understanding which 

tracks how a subject is disposed to employ her concepts can explain why, for 

example, Burge’s (1979) patient, who possesses the communal concept ARTHRITIS, 

can still misapply this concept to the condition in his thigh.8 

In broad strokes, the argument for the dilemma runs as follows. In the first 

step, I argue that it is necessary for communicative success that subject-sensitive 

understanding is similar across communication partners. In the second step, I argue 

that it is sufficient for communicative success that (alongside certain conditions which 

are incidental to my argument) subject-sensitive understanding is similar across 

communication partners. Both these arguments proceed by first presenting examples 

in which coordination of understanding is required (or sufficient) for communicative 

success, and then suggesting that we can generalise from these examples. This leads 

to the first horn of the dilemma: similarity of understanding, and not content, becomes 

the measure of communicative success. Trying to reject the first horn of the dilemma 

will land the social externalist on the second horn. On this horn, she must maintain 

highly implausible diagnoses as to the success and failure of communicative 

exchanges. The reason for this is that rejecting the argument for the first horn of the 

dilemma requires claiming that the examples presented (and all those like them) are 

not examples of communicative success (failure) after all. To do this, I argue, is to 

divorce communicative success from the practical aims of communication. I turn now 

to step one of the argument. 

                                                 
7 Note that this is different to the claim that subjects lack privileged access to thought content. Cf. 

Burge (1988, p. 662). 
8 Thank you to Ted Parent for pointing this out. 
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3 The Argument from Miscommunication 

 

As mentioned above, the first step of the argument for the dilemma demonstrates that, 

on social externalism, it is necessary for communicative success that the hearer’s 

understanding of the concepts involved in the content grasped is similar to the 

speaker’s understanding of the concepts involved in the content expressed.9 I call this, 

the ‘Argument from Miscommunication’. The argument proceeds in two stages. In 

Stage 1, I argue that there are examples in which communicative success requires 

coordination of understanding. In Stage 2, I argue that we can generalise from the 

examples to get the necessity claim. 

 

 

3.1 The Argument from Miscommunication – Stage 1 

 

This argument proceeds by claiming that there are examples in which it is required for 

communicative success that the hearer, as a result of the exchange, satisfies the 

speaker's practical aim. It then claims that the hearer will be able to do this only if she 

coordinates her understanding with the speaker. 

 

a1) On social externalism, there are examples in which communicative 

success requires that the hearer satisfies the speaker's practical aim. 

a2) In these examples, the hearer would satisfy this aim only if the hearer’s 

understanding of the content she grasps is similar to the speaker’s 

understanding of the content she expressed. 

aC) Thus: On social externalism, there are examples in which 

communicative success requires that the hearer’s understanding of the 

content she grasps is similar to the speaker’s understanding of the 

content she expressed. 

 

Support for the premises comes from consideration of examples. I present three 

below.  

 

Example 1: ‘Red Lobster’ 

 

A speaker, Sally, has partial grasp of the concept CRUSTACEAN. Her understanding 

is mostly correct. However, she believes that all crustaceans are bright green. 

Sally utters (1) to a hearer, Herbert, with the intention of commanding him to 

bring her a bright green crustacean. 

 

                                                 
9 For ease of exposition, I will henceforth use the phrase ‘understanding of the content’ as short-hand 

for ‘understanding of the concepts involved in the content’. 
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(1) Bring me a crustacean. 

 

Herbert’s understanding of CRUSTACEAN conforms with standard usage, and he 

doesn’t know of Sally’s partial grasp. Because of this, he cannot recognise what 

Sally is trying to command him to do. Even if he wishes to do as Sally asks, he 

will likely bring her the wrong kind of object. For example, he may bring her a red 

lobster.  

 

Example 2: ‘Fortnight’ 

 

A speaker, Sophie, has partial grasp of the concept FORTNIGHT. She applies the 

concept to periods of ten days. A hearer, Hamish, has correct understanding of 

FORTNIGHT and does not know of Sophie’s deviant understanding. Sophie utters 

(2) to Hamish, with the intention of informing him that his job interview is in ten 

days. 

 

(2) Your job interview is in a fortnight. 

 

Hamish grasps the correct content. But because of his dissimilar understanding, he 

is not able to recognise what Sophie aims to communicate to him. He will likely 

turn up four days late to the interview. 

 

Example 3: ‘Unlucky Child’ 

 

A child, Henry, who has been blind from birth, possesses standard understanding 

of the concept STEP.10 A speaker, Sabrina, although she has many true beliefs 

about steps, is mistaken as to their size. She believes that individual steps are each 

at least one hundred metres high and thus very dangerous. Henry is walking a 

mountain path. He passes Sabrina who utters (3) with the intention of warning 

Henry that the path leads to a steep and tall drop. 

 

(3) This path leads to some steps. 

 

Due to his understanding of (3), Henry cannot recognise that Sabrina was trying to 

warn him about the path ahead. He will likely continue along the path and tumble 

down the cliff. 

 

I claim that these examples are instances of communication failure as a result of 

differences in understanding between interlocutors. In what follows, I will explain 

how the examples support my argument. Let’s consider premise (a1) first. Premise 

                                                 
10 This is how the example appears in the published version of this paper. However, I would like to 

note here that I regret this choice of example: it uses a member of a minority group as an incidental 

prop in a way that I have since realised is problematic. [This note does not appear in the published 

version.] 
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(a1) claims that communicative success requires that the hearer satisfies the speaker's 

practical aim. Before defending this premise, some clarificatory comments will be 

helpful. For a hearer to satisfy a speaker’s practical aim is, I claim, just for the hearer 

to recognise what it is that the speaker is trying to communicate to her. As such, 

premise (a1) does not claim that the hearer must succeed in carrying out an action; nor 

does it state that she must attempt to do so. Rather, the claim is just that she must 

recognise what it is that the speaker intends to communicate to her. Herbert, for 

example, must recognise which kind of object Sally was trying to command him to 

bring to her, but he need not actually attempt to procure this object. Coordination of 

action is, I think, a symptom of communicative success, but it is not required for it 

and nor does it reliably indicate it. A hearer could recognise what the speaker is trying 

to command her to do and still fail to act as the speaker desired (for example, due to 

disinclination). Similarly, a hearer could fail to recognise what the speaker intends to 

communicate and yet succeed in performing the relevant action by accident.11 

It might help to elucidate this premise using some terminology from speech-

act theory. Austin (1962) distinguished between three kinds of acts which speakers 

can perform. A locutionary act is the production of an utterance with a particular 

meaning (Ibid, p. 94). An ‘illocutionary’ act is the act of using a locution with a 

particular force to communicate something to a hearer; for example, issuing a 

warning, or making a statement (Ibid, p. 98). A ‘perlocutionary’ act is the act of 

producing some further effect in the hearer by way of the illocutionary act; for 

example, getting the hearer to form a belief (Ibid, p. 101). Using this terminology, 

premise (a1) is the claim that speakers’ illocutionary acts must succeed – which is to 

say, the hearer must grasp what it was that the speaker intended to communicate by 

means of her locution. Speakers may also intend for a perlocutionary act to succeed; 

indeed, one of the reasons we care about communicating successfully is that doing so 

may further result in the success of various perlocutionary acts. However, I claim, 

successful perlocution is a mere symptom of communicative success; it is not 

necessary for it. In the above examples, where a speaker failed to perform an intended 

perlocutionary act, this is simply intended to emphasise how failed illocution can 

further frustrate social interactions between subjects.12 

What motivates this premise is consideration of the reasons for which the 

speakers attempted to communicate. In each example, the speakers attempted to 

communicate with a particular intention, and they offered the hearers a content which 

they were supposed to able to employ in satisfying these intentions. But, in the 

examples given, even though the hearers grasped the same content, they were not in a 

position to recognise what it was that the speakers intended to communicate to them – 

the hearers thought that the speakers were trying to communicate something different 

from what they were in fact trying to communicate. In ‘Red Lobster’, the speaker 

                                                 
11 For an action-coordination account, see Paul (1999). 
12 Further, it should also be stressed that the claim is simply that the hearers must recognise what it is 

that the speakers intended to communicate. I do not claim the Gricean view that the hearers must grasp 

the intention behind the speaker’s communicative attempt (Cf. Grice 1957). They must recognise what 

the speakers intend to communicate, but they needn’t recognise that the speakers had these intentions. 
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attempted to communicate with the intention of commanding the hearer to fetch a 

particular kind of object. But the hearer identified a different set of objects from the 

speaker as the objects of discussion; as such, he could not recognise which kind of 

object he was being instructed to retrieve. In ‘Fortnight’, the speaker intended to 

inform the hearer that his job interview was in ten days. But the hearer could not 

recognise that this is what the speaker was trying to communicate. In ‘Unlucky 

Child’, the speaker intended to warn the hearer that the path ahead was dangerous. 

But the hearer could not recognise that he had been warned of this. 

At this point, it should be stressed that the argument does not require that the 

speakers’ attitudes or utterances are individuated narrowly.13 We can stipulate that 

each speaker’s thoughts and utterances have wide content. The purpose of the 

argument is not to demonstrate that each speaker actually expresses an attitude with 

narrow content rather than wide content. Rather, what the examples are designed to 

bring out is that communication can fail even if the hearer grasps the very same wide-

content as that expressed by the speaker. In each case, the speaker has a wide-

intention which captures her practical aim. Sally intends to command Herbert to bring 

her a green crustacean; Sophie intends to inform Hamish that his job interview is in 

ten days; Sabrina intends to warn Henry that there is a steep drop ahead of him. 

Communication fails because the hearers are not able to recognise what it is that the 

speakers were trying to communicate as a result of the exchange. 

If we accept my proposed explanation of why communication fails in the 

examples, I think we should accept that success requires that the hearer satisfies the 

speaker's practical aim – that is, we should accept (a1). These practical aims were the 

reasons for which the speakers attempted to communicate. If anything is required for 

success, it should be that the hearer satisfies these aims. To claim that communication 

succeeds in the examples requires disregarding these aims. This would be to claim 

one of two things. Firstly, one could claim that each speaker attempted to 

communicate for some other purpose; but it is unclear what other aims the speakers 

could have had. For example, when Sophie utters ‘Your job interview is in a 

fortnight’ to Hamish, it is not clear (given her understanding of FORTNIGHT) what 

other aim she could have had than to inform Hamish that his job interview is in ten 

days. Alternatively, the objector could agree that the speakers attempted to 

communicate for the reasons identified, but claim that the communicative aims of 

speakers are not relevant to adjudicating communicative success. However, it would 

be bizarre to claim that the very reasons for which the speakers attempted to 

communicate are irrelevant to assessments of the success of exchanges. 

Suppose we have established premise (a1). That leaves (a2): the hearer will 

satisfy the speaker’s practical aim only if she possesses a similar understanding to that 

of the speaker. Note that premise (a2) of my argument is not the claim that the hearer 

must understand the content of the speaker’s utterance correctly. In fact, it does not 

claim that either subject must understand content correctly. It merely claims that the 

hearer must understand the content that she grasps in a way which is similar to the 

                                                 
13 Thank you to Ted Parent for this suggestion. 



 10 

way in which the speaker understands the content expressed. As with the Similar 

Content version of the Content Relation, it is high similarity, or relevant similarity 

which is required here.14 Given the notion of understanding introduced earlier, I think 

premise (a2) should be relatively uncontroversial. For a hearer to recognise what the 

speaker intends to communicate, she must be disposed to employ the content she 

grasps in her reasoning in a similar way to how the speaker would employ it. If the 

hearer is disposed to employ it in a different way, she will infer that what the speaker 

was trying to communicate was something different from what she was in fact trying 

to communicate. Hamish, for example, inferred from the content of Sophie’s utterance 

that Sophie was informing him that his job interview was in fourteen days; this was 

not how Sophie intended for him to employ the content in his reasoning. Earlier, I 

explained that subject-sensitive understanding just is understanding which tracks a 

subject’s dispositions to employ content in her reasoning. Two subjects will possess 

similar understanding of a content if and only if they are disposed to employ that 

content in similar ways in their reasoning.  As such, it is only if interlocutors possess 

similar understanding that the hearer will be disposed to employ the communicated 

content in reasoning such that she satisfies the speaker’s aim. Nothing else will put 

her in such a position. 

If the examples above are convincing, we should accept that coordination of 

understanding is required for communicative success in certain cases. As such, it turns 

out that sharing wide content, alone, is not sufficient for communicative success. I 

will now move to Stage 2 of the argument and suggest that all examples will be like 

(1)-(3). 

 

 

3.2 Argument from Miscommunication – Stage 2 

 

I motivated my diagnosis of the above examples by appeal to the claim that, in each 

of these examples, there was a particular practical aim of the communicative attempt. 

The claim which motivates Stage 2 is that communicative success always has a 

practical aim – speakers always aim to communicate something in particular to a 

hearer. And hearers cannot satisfy these aims unless they possess a similar 

understanding of the content grasped to that of the speaker. One of the main reasons 

that we try to communicate with each other is to better navigate the world around us, 

and the speakers within it; but the way in which we employ the content grasped from 

communicative exchanges in our navigations is dependent on the way in which we 

understand it. As such, it is perhaps not very surprising that communicative success 

requires coordination of understanding, on social externalism. Social externalism 

posits a disconnect between content and our understanding of it. The content of our 

                                                 
14 Another thing to note is that there are two ways in which subjects can enjoy similar understanding of 

the content communicated. They can be in agreement as to the way in which to understand that content; 

but they can also disagree about how to understand it provided that the hearer is aware of the way in 

which the speaker understands the content (and thus grasps the way in which the speaker intended the 

content to be employed in reasoning). I will ignore this complication in what follows. 
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thoughts itself does not directly determine how that content is employed in reasoning. 

It is only our understanding of that content which determines this.15 Thus, insofar as 

we are interested in how a subject employs content in her reasoning, it is her (subject-

sensitive) understanding of content, rather than that content itself, which should be of 

interest to us. Given this, I think we can generalise from examples (1)-(3) to get the 

claim that coordination of understanding is necessary for communicative success. 

When dealing with objections in Section 6, I will provide further support for this 

claim. 

If my argument has been successful, I have demonstrated that the social 

externalist should incorporate the following thesis into her account of communication: 

 

Necessity of Similarity of Subject-Sensitive Understanding: A communicative 

attempt will succeed only if the hearer’s understanding of the content she 

grasps is similar to the speaker’s understanding of the content she expressed. 

 

In the next section I move on to the second step in my argument for the dilemma. 

 

 

4 The Argument from Successful Communication 

 

The second step of the argument for the dilemma is the ‘Argument from Successful 

Communication’. This argument demonstrates that, alongside certain extraneous 

conditions which are incidental to my argument, it is sufficient for communicative 

success that the hearer’s understanding of the content grasped is similar to the 

speaker’s understanding of the content expressed. These extraneous conditions on 

communicative success, I will call ‘Additional Conditions’; an Additional Condition 

is just any condition on communicative success which is not a Content Relation, or a 

condition on understanding (for example, perhaps it is necessary for success that the 

speaker intends to communicate). The Argument from Successful Communication 

also proceeds in two stages. In Stage 1, I argue that there are examples in which it is 

enough for success that the hearer’s understanding of the content grasped is similar to 

the speaker’s understanding of the content expressed (assuming satisfaction of the 

Additional Conditions). In Stage 2, I argue that we can generalise from the examples 

to get the sufficiency claim. 

 

 

4.1 The Argument from Successful Communication – Stage 1 

 

This argument proceeds by claiming that (assuming the Additional Conditions are 

satisfied) there are examples in which it is sufficient for communicative success that 

the hearer, as a result of the exchange, satisfies the speaker’s practical aim. It then 

                                                 
15 This kind of issue is stressed in Boghossian (1992). Boghossian argues that, on social externalism, 

we cannot discern the logical relations between our thoughts a priori. See also, Wikforss (2006). 



 12 

claims that the hearer can do this so long as she coordinates her understanding with 

the speaker. 

 

b1) On social externalism, there are examples in which (assuming 

satisfaction of the Additional Conditions) communication succeeds if 

the hearer satisfies the speaker's practical aim. 

b2) In these examples, if the hearer’s understanding of the content she 

grasps is similar to the speaker’s understanding of the content she 

expressed then the hearer will satisfy the speaker’s practical aim. 

bC) Thus: (Assuming satisfaction of the Additional Conditions) On social 

externalism, there are examples in which it is enough for 

communicative success that the hearer’s understanding of the content 

she grasps is similar to the speaker’s understanding of the content she 

expressed. 

 

As before, I support the premises with examples. I present three below. 

 

Example 4: ‘Biscuit’ 

 

On Earth, the concept, BISCUIT, applies only to small baked goods which soften 

when stale. On Twin Earth the concept, THISCUIT, (also expressed with ‘biscuit’) 

applies only to small baked goods which harden when stale. As such, the two 

concepts are markedly different: there is not even an overlap in their extensions. 

These two communities, being twin-communities, are identical except for this 

fact. Now consider two subjects: Sasha on Earth, and Harry on Twin Earth. Sasha 

has the same understanding of BISCUIT as Harry does of THISCUIT. Both apply 

‘biscuit’ only to small baked goods which soften when stale. Now suppose that 

Sasha travels (somehow, and without her knowledge) from Earth to Twin Earth 

and finds herself sitting by a coffee table opposite Harry. There are two plates in 

front of her. One is a plate of Custard Creams (which are biscuits) and the other is 

a plate of Jaffa Cakes (which are biscuit-shaped cakes). Sasha utters (4), 

 

(4) Pass me a biscuit. 

 

Due to his understanding of (4), Harry recognises what Sasha is requesting him to 

do. If he wishes to do so, he will pass her the plate of Custard Creams. 

 

Example 5: ‘Fortnight 2’ 

 

On Earth, the concept FORTNIGHT applies to a period of fourteen days. On Twin-

Earth, the concept THORTNIGHT applies to a period of ten days. Now imagine two 

subjects, Sonya on Earth and Heath on Twin Earth. Sonya has the same 

understanding of FORTNIGHT as Heath does of THORTNIGHT. Both apply ‘fortnight’ 
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to a time period of fourteen days. Sonya (without her knowledge) travels to Twin 

Earth. There she meets Heath and utters (5), 

 

(5) Meet me at the abandoned church in a fortnight. 

 

Due to his similar understanding, Heath recognises what Sonya is trying to 

communicate to him. He can try to get to the church in fourteen days if he so 

chooses. 

 

Example 6: ‘Lucky Child’ 

 

A scientist constructs a laboratory which contains a life-size model village. He 

populates the village with androids whose external surfaces superficially resemble 

humans. Importantly, inside they are nothing like humans: they run on simple 

programs which do not, and are not intended to, model human cognition. The 

androids are merely programmed to emit sounds and perform movements at 

random. The sounds can involve any combination of phonemes from English. The 

movements are limited to the range of movements possible for a human body. In a 

house in the laboratory village, the scientist places a newborn human child and, 

through use of surveillance equipment, observes what happens. In most of the 

experiments the scientist doesn’t get interesting results. However, he repeats the 

experiment multiple times with further infant subjects. By sheer luck, in one of the 

experiments, the random movements and sounds produced by the robots perfectly 

resemble those of two new and responsible English-speaking parents. By 

continued luck, the androids appear to raise the child just as humans would do so. 

The child begins to produce noises that sound just like English. Within a few 

years the child perfectly resembles a normal English speaker. After ten years of 

remarkably good luck, the scientist releases the child into a real town full of real 

humans. The child – let’s call her Sue – approaches a boy, Hercule, standing by a 

barn and utters (6), 

 

(6) There is a horse in the barn. 

 

Hercule’s understanding of his HORSE concept is quite incorrect relative to the 

standards of his community. He thinks that horses are really just two humans in a 

costume. Sue employs her THORSE concept (which she also expresses with 

‘horse’) in a similar way. If social externalism is true, the exchange cannot have 

satisfied any of the three Content Relations introduced in Section 3. Sue is not part 

of any language community, let alone the one of which Hercule is a member. As 

such, Hercule cannot grasp the content that Sue expresses, nor one which is 

similar. Hercule’s concept, due to his relationship to his language community, 

represents horses. Sue’s concept, if it represents anything, presumably represents 

humans-in-a-costume. Nonetheless, due to his similar understanding, Hercule can 
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recognise what it is that Sue intended to tell him. The two can go on to at least 

appear to have a non-defective conversation using the term ‘horse’. 

 

I claim that the above examples are examples of communicative success due to 

similarities in understanding between interlocutors (alongside satisfaction of the 

Additional Conditions). In what follows, I will describe how the examples support my 

argument. I consider premise (b1) first. Premise (b1) states that (assuming satisfaction 

of the Additional Conditions) communication succeeds if the hearer satisfies the 

speaker's practical aim. As with the first argument, I stress that the claim is not that it 

is sufficient for success that the hearers actually succeed in performing an action. 

Rather, the claim is that what is sufficient for success is that the hearers recognise 

what it is that the speakers intend to communicate. To return to Austin’s terminology, 

it is sufficient for communicative success that the illocutionary act succeeds. The 

reasons why we should think that examples (4)-(6) involve communicative success 

are similar to the reasons for positing miscommunication in my Argument from 

Miscommunication. That is, motivation comes from considering why the various 

speakers in the examples attempted to communicate. Once again, in each case, the 

speakers attempted to communicate with a certain intention. In each case, the hearers 

did recognise what it was that the speakers intended to communicate to them. And, 

crucially, it is not clear that there were any other purposes for which the speakers 

attempted to communicate such that these exchanges should be considered failures. In 

‘Biscuit’, Sasha’s intention was to command Harry to pass her the Custard Creams, 

and Harry recognised what Sasha was commanding him to do. In ‘Fortnight 2’, Sonya 

communicated with the intention of instructing Heath to meet her at a particular time 

and location. Heath was perfectly able to recognise what Sonya was instructing him to 

do even though he grasped the wrong content. There is no reason to ask anything 

more of the interlocutors. Imagine, for example, that Sonya learns of the difference 

between herself and Heath and, when Heath arrives at the church, Sonya 

apologetically informs him that their previous communicative exchange had failed. 

Heath would surely be confused. After all, he had recognised what it was that Sonya 

intended to communicate and made it to the church by using the information gained in 

their previous exchange. In ‘Lucky Child’, Sue attempted to communicate with the 

intention of informing Hercule of some information about the world. Although 

Hercule did not grasp a similar content, he still recognised what it was that the 

speaker was trying to tell him. The two of them could have a whole conversation 

without encountering the interpretative difficulties or surprising responses which we 

would normally take to be indicative of communication breakdown. 

Just as before, I think premise (b2) should be relatively uncontroversial. It just 

says that, in the examples, coordination of understanding is sufficient to put the hearer 

in a position to satisfy the speaker’s practical aim. If a hearer is disposed to employ 

the content she grasps in her reasoning in a similar way to how the speaker would 

employ it, the hearer will successfully infer what it was that the speaker intended to 

communicate from the content she grasps. For example, Heath inferred that what 

Sophie was trying to communicate was that the two should meet in fourteen days, and 
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this was indeed what Sophie was trying to say. Above, I characterised subject-

sensitive understanding in terms of a subject’s dispositions to employ content in her 

cognitive economy: subjects enjoy similar understanding of two contents if and only 

if they are disposed to employ those contents in similar ways in their reasoning. As 

such, if the hearer’s understanding of the content grasped is similar to the speaker’s 

understanding of the content expressed, then the hearer will be in a position to satisfy 

the speaker’s communicative aim. 

One qualm that one might have with the role of understanding in this second 

set of examples is that it might appear questionable whether the speaker and hearer’s 

understanding is indeed the same or similar. After all, in each case, the understanding 

is of different concepts. However, as I stressed at the end of Section 3, externalists 

need to appeal a subject-sensitive notion of understanding in order to explain partial 

grasp. As such, they should be sympathetic to the idea that subjects can partially grasp 

different concepts in the same or similar ways. Furthermore, even if the externalist 

refuses to countenance this kind of understanding, this will not enable her to block the 

argument. In the examples, communication succeeds when content is not shared, and 

this fact needs an explanation. The basic point is that there is a clear similarity in the 

subjects’ dispositions to apply concepts in examples (4)-(6), which is such that they, 

respectively, apply two distinct concepts – HORSE for the speaker and THORSE for the 

hearer, for example – to the very same objects. And this similarity suffices for the 

facilitation of communicative success even in the absence of shared content. I 

suggested that this similarity was a similarity in understanding; but whether we call 

this a similarity in understanding, or a similarity in some other aspect of cognition, 

will not affect the success of the argument. 

 

 

4.2 Argument from Successful Communication – Stage 2 

 

If the argument is successful thus far, then there are examples in which similarity of 

understanding (plus satisfaction of the Additional Conditions) is enough for 

communicative success on social externalism. As such, it turns out that, not only is 

shared wide content not sufficient for communicative success, it isn’t necessary 

either. I now want to suggest that we can generalise from examples like (4)-(6) to get 

the claim that, alongside the Additional Conditions, it is sufficient for communicative 

success that the hearer’s understanding of the content grasped is similar to the 

speaker’s understanding of the content expressed. 

In my defence of the Argument from Miscommunication, I suggested that 

communication always has certain practical aims. What I claim in support of the 

present argument is that communication has only these practical aims. And a hearer 

will satisfy these aims provided she enjoys understanding which is similar to the 

speaker’s. On social externalism, satisfying the aim of a communicative attempt will 

never require that any particular content is grasped by the hearer. Once again, this is 

because of the disconnect between content and understanding which the view posits. 

The content of a thought does not directly explain the way in which that content 
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interacts with other contents in our cognitive economies. It is only our understanding 

of concepts, and our perspective on the inferential relations between contents, which 

does this. As such, grasp of deviant concepts will never thwart a particular 

communicative aim. Provided that the hearer coordinates her understanding with the 

speaker, she will always be able to employ the content she grasps appropriately in her 

reasoning.  

Given the above, I think the social externalist should endorse the following 

thesis:16 

 

Sufficiency of Similarity of Subject-Sensitive Understanding: A 

communicative attempt will succeed if (a) the Additional Conditions are 

satisfied and (b) the hearer’s understanding of the content she grasps is similar 

to the speaker’s understanding of the content she expressed. 

 

I have now argued that the social externalist should endorse two theses concerning the 

conditions on communicative success. In the next section, I will demonstrate how this 

presents social externalism with a dilemma. 

 

 

5 A Dilemma for Social Externalism 

 

If we combine the conclusions of the two arguments presented above, we get the 

following thesis. 

 

Similarity of Subject-Sensitive Understanding: A communicative attempt will 

succeed iff (a) the Additional Conditions are satisfied, and (b) the hearer’s 

understanding of the content she grasps is similar to the speaker’s 

understanding of the content she expressed. 

 

I have argued that the social externalist should accept this thesis as her account of 

communicative success – it is only this account which will give correct diagnoses as 

to the success and failure of exchanges. However, I think that, whether my argument 

is accepted or not, the social externalist is now in a very difficult position. She faces 

the following dilemma. On the first horn, suppose she accepts the thrust of my two 

arguments and endorses Similarity of Subject-Sensitive Understanding. The result is 

that her account no longer appeals to any of the three Content Relations presented in 

Section 3. This means that, on social externalism, the relation between the content of 

the initial state of the speaker and the terminal state of the hearer is no longer central 

to communicative success: sharing wide content is neither necessary nor sufficient. 

When a speaker asserts that P, the content grasped by the hearer needn’t bear any 

particular semantic relationship to P whatsoever. This is a highly revisionary view of 

the role of content in communicative success. I began this paper with the thought that 

                                                 
16 I provide further support for this thesis when dealing with objections in Section 6. 
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views which can posit shared content look like they should be well-placed to explain 

communicative success. If my argument is successful, however, it turns out that such 

views cannot endorse any of the usual Content Relations. If the social externalist 

accepts this horn then we can add communication to the list of phenomena which 

mental content is supposed to explain but which social externalism struggles to 

account for.  

Given the unpleasant consequences of accepting my two arguments, I think 

the social externalist will try to resist them. However, consideration of why the two 

arguments are convincing demonstrates that the social externalist cannot resist my 

arguments without incurring a different kind of cost. If she rejects the arguments, she 

will find herself on the second horn of the dilemma. There are different degrees to 

which the social externalist can reject the arguments. The most extreme response 

would be to claim that coordination of understanding is never central to 

communicative success. Taking this road would land the social externalist with an 

objectionably poor theory of communicative success. This is because it requires 

denying my diagnoses of the examples offered above, and all those like them. The 

resultant account surely does not accord with our pretheoretic judgments as to the 

success of exchanges, nor with plausible principles as to the aims of communicative 

attempts. This option, I think, would simply divorce communicative success from the 

practical aims of communication. And, as I have stressed above, it is not clear what 

other aims communication might have. There are, of course, intermediary positions 

that the social externalist could try to occupy. She could, for example, allow that 

coordination of understanding is sometimes but not always required (and/or 

sometimes, but not always, jointly sufficient).17 There are two problems with doing 

this, however.  The first is that I have given good reason to believe that, at least for 

the normal cases, any situation in which understanding is not coordinated will be a 

situation in which the hearer is not in a position to recognise what the speaker 

intended to communicate. Thus, a theory which tries to claim that some 

communicative attempts succeed in the absence of coordination of understanding will 

likely give some implausible diagnoses as to the success of communicative attempts. 

Further, it would not be enough just to show that one of the usual Content Relations is 

required in a few rare cases: for her view to be non-revisionary, the social externalist 

must somehow demonstrate that one of these Content Relations is often central to 

success. But, if I am right, this would require claiming that our practical aims are 

rarely central. These various options might not seem so bad if competing theories of 

content were also forced to choose between them. However, not all theories of mental 

content face this choice. In particular, theories of content which claim that mental 

content tracks understanding are excellently placed to offer an account of 

communicative success which both respects the considerations which motivate my 

argument and gives mental content a central role in facilitating communicative 

success. An example of such a view might be an internalist conceptual-role theory (if 

                                                 
17 Note that this is not the same thing as endorsing the Combination View version of the Content 

Relation. 
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subject-sensitive understanding is holistic, this will be a holistic theory of content).18 

To see this, consider that, although the arguments presented in this paper proceeded 

on the assumption of social externalism, similar arguments can be constructed for all 

theories of content. However, the consequences of the arguments can differ depending 

on which theory of content is assumed. Successfully arguing for Similarity of Subject-

Sensitive Understanding, on social externalism, entails that the usual Content 

Relations are not central to communicative success, at least in the normal cases. But 

arguing for Similarity of Subject-Sensitive Understanding, on the internalist theory 

described above, entails a version of the Similar Content View. This is because, for 

theories which claim that content perfectly tracks subject-sensitive understanding, to 

require that understanding is similar between subjects is to require that mental content 

is similar. Interestingly, such a view will posit idiosyncratic idiolects rather than a 

shared sociolect, as understanding (and thus content) will very often vary across 

speakers. Given the above, my argument should worry the social externalist a great 

deal: whereas my argument provides a direct objection to social externalism, it 

provides a direct motivation for certain internalist theories of content. In the last 

section, I consider some ways the externalist might respond. 

 

 

6 Objections 

 

I have argued that the social externalist faces a stark choice between a revisionary 

view which rejects the three usual versions of the Content Relation, and an 

implausible view which gives the wrong diagnoses as to the success and failure of 

communicative exchanges. What she will seek to show, then, is that all (or most) 

exchanges are such that mental content figures centrally in the best explanation of 

success and failure. In what follows, I will consider two objections to this effect. 

 

 

6.1 Objection 1: The examples do not support the arguments 

 

Suppose the objector tries to claim that, in the examples I have given, communication 

fails and succeeds, respectively, because mental content is dissimilar or similar, 

respectively, and not, as I claim, because of similarities and differences in 

understanding. If this is so, then my argument does not get off the ground, for I have 

offered no examples in support of it. In what follows, I will focus on presenting this 

objection to the Argument from Miscommunication. I will then, more briefly, 

consider the parallel objection which would afflict the Argument from Successful 

Communication. 

Suppose an objector accepts that the various examples offered in support of 

the Argument from Miscommunication are indeed examples of communication 

failure. The objector could try to resist the argument by claiming that the speakers 

                                                 
18 See, for example, Rapaport (2003). 



 19 

involved are not to be attributed partial grasp of a communal concept; rather, they 

should be attributed idiosyncratic concepts. Because of this, we should think that 

communication fails because one of the usual Content Relations is violated – for only 

the hearers are in possession of the communal concept. Thus, premise (a1) is false. 

I think this objection to the argument would be disastrous for social 

externalism. Firstly, as mentioned in Section 1, social externalism is supposed to be 

very undemanding with respect to the conditions on conceptual grasp. Burge does 

think that misconceptions can be so severe that they call for attributions of 

idiosyncratic concepts. For example, he writes,  

 

There are also examples of quite radical misunderstandings that sometimes 

generate reinterpretation. If a generally competent and reasonable speaker 

thinks that ‘orangutan’ applies to a fruit drink, we would be reluctant, and it 

would unquestionably be misleading, to take his words as revealing that he 

thinks he has been drinking orangutans for breakfast for the last few weeks. 

(Burge 1979, pp. 90–91) 

 

But, directly following this passage, he suggests that a subject’s incorrect 

understanding can be really quite radical: 

 

Contrary to philosophical lore, I am not convinced that such a man cannot 

correctly and literally be attributed a belief that an orangutan is a kind of fruit 

drink. But I shall not deal with the point here. (Burge 1979, p. 91) 

 

Even so, perhaps all my argument demonstrates is that the social externalist should 

introduce more demanding conditions on concept possession. Would introducing such 

conditions be a good strategy for the social externalist? I think not. For Burge’s 

(1979) argument for social externalism to work, it must be the case that subjects can 

grasp concepts despite making conceptual errors. But whenever there are these 

conceptual errors, we can exploit them to produce a case of communication failure 

due to differences in the understanding of interlocutors. To avoid this result, the social 

externalist would have to claim that the conditions on concept possession are such 

that they exclude conceptual errors. But then the (1979) argument for social 

externalism no longer goes through, for we would have grounds to reinterpret a 

subject’s utterances in all cases in which she makes conceptual errors.19 In fact, things 

are worse than this; for my argument needn’t appeal to examples involving 

conceptual errors – a simple empirical error would be enough. I think the first 

example, ‘Red Lobster’, is a case in which the speaker makes a mere empirical error 

rather than a conceptual error. It is not a conceptual truth that crustaceans are any 

                                                 
19 As Burge has noted, it is possible to argue for social externalism using cases in which a subject is 

simply agnostic as to the correct application of a term (1979, p. 82). However, if my argument 

demonstrates that social externalism can only be motivated in such cases, this would be a serious blow 

to the view. Social externalism is supposed to apply to a much wider range of cases than just those in 

which subjects have agnostic grasp. 



 20 

colour in particular. But then, to deny the example, the social externalist would have 

to claim that subjects who make mere empirical errors do not grasp the communal 

concept. If they make this move, their view becomes extremely limited in its 

application: even when subjects make small mistakes, they are to be attributed 

idiosyncratic concepts. Claiming that the examples I have provided (and others like 

them) are examples in which the speakers do not possess the relevant concepts would 

require severely limiting the scope of social externalism. Thus, this response is 

untenable. 

Just as it is untenable for an objector to claim that one of the three Content 

Relations was not satisfied in the examples used to support the Argument from 

Miscommunication, the objector also cannot sensibly claim that one of these Content 

Relations is in fact satisfied in the examples which support the Argument from 

Successful Communication. Firstly, it is part of Burge’s argument for social 

externalism that subjects cannot possess concepts from outside their own language 

community (Burge 1979, p. 79). And my examples all involve communicative 

attempts between different communities. So these examples cannot satisfy the Content 

Relation involved in the Same Content View. Secondly, there is no reason to think 

that the concepts involved are significantly similar: in all examples, there was not 

even an overlap in extensions of the relevant concepts. Depending on how liberal 

one’s view of concept possession is, examples can be constructed which involve 

concepts as disparate as orangutans and fruit drinks. 

 

 

6.2 Objection 2: The examples cannot be generalised from 

 

Suppose the social externalist accepts my diagnosis of the examples. She may still try 

to resist the argument by claiming that the examples I have given are rare cases. She 

may concede that I have shown that none of the usual Content Relations apply across 

the board, but maintain that one applies in the majority of cases and, as such, her view 

is not nearly as revisionary as I claim. In response to this worry, I will give further 

reasons for thinking that the kind of examples I have presented above will be legion. 

That is, in the majority of cases (if not all cases) on social externalism, it is 

coordination of understanding, and not of content, that facilitates communicative 

success. As above, I will focus on examples in support of the Argument from 

Miscommunication, and then suggest how related considerations motivate the 

Argument from Successful Communication. 

As mentioned earlier, part of the reason we care about successful 

communication is because it allows us to better navigate the world. Examples (2) and 

(3) were examples in which the hearers, in some sense, failed to learn something 

about the world as a result of their mismatch in understanding. Hamish failed to learn 

when his job interview was; and Henry failed to learn that he was strolling along a 

treacherous path. However, a second consideration in favour of my position is the 

following. We communicate because we want to discover information about the 

attitudes of our interlocutors so that we can predict and rationalise their actions. Once 
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again, for this purpose, it is only grasping the way in which a speaker understands the 

concepts she entertains which is of use to us. For example, as an extension of 

‘Fortnight’, suppose Sophie utters (7) to Hamish. 

 

(7) I will meet you at the party in a fortnight. 

 

If Hamish wants to predict how Sophie will act, he needs to grasp how Sophie 

understands (7). Grasping (and even correctly understanding) the content of (7) alone 

will lead Hamish to predict that Sophie will meet him at a party in fourteen days. But 

this isn’t what Sophie is going to do. To correctly anticipate how Sophie will act, 

Hamish must coordinate his understanding with Sophie’s. 

Finding out about the world, and finding out about the attitudes of 

interlocutors, are just two examples of communicative goals for which similarity of 

understanding is required. There are surely many other communicative goals we could 

appeal to in support of the argument. Consider, for example, that a speaker cannot 

(deliberately) make a hearer laugh by telling her a joke unless the hearer has similar 

understanding of the speaker’s joke; nor can she insult the hearer or lie to her if the 

hearer’s understanding of her insults and lies is different to the speaker’s. A hearer 

will also fail to pick up on the intended pragmatic implicatures of an utterance unless 

her understanding of the literal meaning of the content grasped is similar to the 

speaker’s understanding of the content expressed. 

What of the Argument from Successful Communication? As mentioned above, 

the general consideration in favour of this view is that communication has only 

practical aims. And, so long as interlocutors possess similar understanding, the 

hearers will satisfy these practical aims. Consider, for example, that we can make our 

interlocutors laugh, lie to them, insult them, and convey implicatures so long as they 

share our understanding. It will never matter whether they grasp any particular 

content because the properties of the content grasped do not affect how that content is 

employed in their cognitive economies. 

One thing to stress about the Argument from Successful Communication is 

that examples like the ones I have presented will not be rare occurrences. Although I 

set up the examples using Twin Earth, examples could be set up closer to home. 

Suppose we adapt example (4) such that Sasha is English and Harry is Scottish. Sasha 

will then place herself and Harry in violation of the three Content Relations whenever 

she travels to Scotland. This kind of situation – in which subjects travel through 

different language communities – must be a fact of our everyday lives if social 

externalism is true. Distinct language communities, which use the same word-forms 

to express different concepts, will exist even within the same countries and towns. 

Ludlow (1995) argues to this effect. He argues that content ‘switching’ cases, similar 

to those introduced by Boghossian (1989), will be very common:20 

 

                                                 
20 Although, see Brown (2004) and Sawyer (1999) for the opposing position. 
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We routinely move between social groups and institutions, and in many cases shifts 

in the content of our thoughts will not be detected by us. […] Nor are these cases 

even limited to obvious cases of movement. It may occur when we routinely cross 

campus to talk to colleagues in physics or psychology, or even when we pay routine 

visits to our favourite restaurant. (Ludlow 1995, p. 48) 

 

If this is right, we should frequently find ourselves violating the three Content 

Relations. And yet, in cases where we possess similar understanding to our 

interlocutors, we will not struggle to get by in these different language communities. 

In the above, I have offered further support for thinking that we can generalise 

from the examples given. Due to the nature of my strategy, I cannot provide knock-

down arguments. Rather, I have presented an array of examples intended to cover a 

wide range of cases and identified general considerations in favour of thinking that all 

examples of communicative exchanges will be like these. Underlying the necessity 

direction of the thesis is the claim that communication always has particular practical 

aims. Underlying the sufficiency direction is the claim that communication has only 

these practical aims. An objector can, of course, agree with my diagnoses of the 

individual examples and still try to resist my move to Similarity of Subject-Sensitive 

Understanding. However, I think the burden of proof is now on the objector to 

provide counterexamples to the necessity and/or sufficiency directions of this thesis. 

As noted in my presentation of the dilemma, for the social externalist’s view to be 

non-revisionary, she must demonstrate that such counterexamples are legion. If it 

turns out that one of the usual Content Relations is sometimes, but rarely, required (or 

sufficient), their view would still have to claim that, in most cases, understanding, and 

not mental content, is the measure of communicative success. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this paper, I presented an objection to social externalism. This objection took the 

form of a dilemma. Most think that communicative success is measured, in part, in 

terms of a particular relation between the mental contents of interlocutors. Roughly, 

the idea is that, in communication, the speaker causes some thought in the hearer 

which bears an interesting semantic relationship to the thought expressed by the 

speaker. If my arguments are successful, however, the result is that, on social 

externalism, this semantic relationship is no longer central to the success of the 

attempt. This is the first horn of the dilemma. If the social externalist attempts to resist 

my arguments, however, she will find herself on the second horn. On this horn, she 

must adopt an unattractive picture of communicative success which fails to respect 

plausible theses concerning the practical aims of communication. 

Interestingly, it is in pursuit of a communal language that externalists allow 

mental content and understanding to come apart. But it is because they allow this that 

they face the dilemma. A shared language might look like it should be good at 

facilitating communicative success; but it is actually the feature of their view which is 
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responsible for the problems faced by their account of communication. In contrast, 

those internalist views which do not face the dilemma avoid it precisely because they 

claim that content tracks understanding. Thus, perhaps surprisingly, certain internalist 

views of content, which posit idiosyncratic idiolects, are better placed to explain how 

mental content facilitates communicative success. The moral of the argument is this: 

if you a want plausible account of communicative success, you should give up on the 

idea that we speak the same language. 
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