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RESUMEN 
La segunda persona está cada vez más reconocida como una perspectiva que sus-

tenta formas distintivas de interacción y conciencia interpersonal. En este trabajo, sin 
embargo, sostengo que esta perspectiva no puede usarse para fundamentar lo que llamaré 
la “visión gramatical” de la segunda persona. Según este punto de vista, la perspectiva de 
segunda persona forma parte constitutiva de una regla de referencia para ‘tú’ que identifi-
ca un concepto o proposición de segunda persona. Presentaré varias razones para pensar 
que no hay una tal regla de referencia y cómo este resultado recalca la necesidad de dis-
tinguir dos tipos de contenido en juego en el pensamiento paradigmáticamente expresa-
ble con deícticos personales, a saber, contenidos que determinan referencias y contenidos 
que informan referencias. 
 
PALABRAS CLAVE: autoconciencia interpersonal, determinación de referencia, regla de referencia, segunda 
persona. 
 
ABSTRACT  

The second person is increasingly recognised as a perspective sustaining distinctive 
forms of interpersonal interaction and awareness. In this paper, however, I contend that 
this perspective cannot be used to substantiate what I will dub the ‘grammatical view’ of 
the second person. According to this view, the second person perspective constitutively 
features in a reference rule for ‘you’ individuating a second person concept or proposi-
tion. I will lay out several reasons to think that no such reference rule is to be had and 
how this result highlights the need to distinguish two kinds of content at play in thought 
paradigmatically expressible with personal indexicals, namely, reference-determining and 
reference-informing contents. 
 
KEYWORDS: Interpersonal Self-Consciousness, Reference Determination, Reference Rule, Second Person. 
 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 

The second person perspective is increasingly and rewardingly put 
under the spotlight in recent times. From a cognitive point of view, this 
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perspective can be seen as bringing about distinctive forms of pre-
linguistic and pre-conceptual interaction [Thompson (2001), Pérez and 
Gomila (2021)]. But the importance of the second person perspective is 
no doubt also key to understanding our linguistic and conceptual interac-
tions. In this paper, I shall restrict attention to the latter.1 More precisely, 
I shall focus on linguistic and conceptual interactions involved in refer-
ence to another with ‘you’. 

In the philosophical literature on personal indexicals the second per-
son perspective reveals itself as a distinctive awareness relation. When you 
refer to a subject S with ‘you’, and do so in a paradigmatic and felicitous 
case, you stand in a special form of awareness towards another. Not only 
are you aware of S, and not only is S aware of you. In addition, you are 
both aware of being mutually aware of one another. The elucidation of this 
awareness condition – sometimes called ‘interpersonal self-consciousness’ 
in the literature2 – sheds new light on the cognitive impact of thought ex-
pressible with personal indexicals. But what is exactly the philosophical 
significance of the kind of awareness paradigmatically attached to the sec-
ond person perspective? And what does it reveal, more precisely, about 
the way we refer to others in thought? 

Given its sophistication, together with its crucial involvement in our 
interaction with others, it is very natural to suppose that what the second 
person perspective reveals, from the point of view of the analysis of 
thought, is the existence of a special and primitive second-personal way of 
thinking characteristic of a type of concept: the second person, de te con-
cept or ‘you’-concept [Heal (2014), Salje (2017), O’Brien (2007), pp. 82-
83]. This idea is backed by the apparent ease with which we can state or 
begin to state a plausible reference rule for the individuation of such a 
concept. To a first approximation, on this account, the second person 
concept is the concept that refers to the subject one successfully addresses 
with ‘you’. Let us call this the ‘gramatical view’ of the second person. 

In this paper, I shall argue that, in spite of its initial appeal, the 
gramatical view must be rejected. There is no such thing as a reference 
rule individuating a second person concept. If sound, this result reveals 
the dim prospects for the postulation of a distinctive second person type 
of concept based on grammatical or linguistic considerations.3 However, 
the result is of significance in its own right as it shows that, if thought 
paradigmatically expressible with ‘you’ is to be captured by a reference 
rule at all, such a reference rule can only be, in a sense to be specified, in-
formed but not determined by the second person perspective. I shall 
here be concerned only with this feature of content-based accounts. I 
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shall suggest, more precisely, that we need to distinguish two kinds of 
content at play in thought paradigmatically expressible with personal in-
dexicals and perhaps other context-dependent terms: contents that are 
thought-individuating and contents that have an informational or epis-
temic import that supplements that of thought-individuating contents. 
This is not to dismiss the second person as a chief cognitive and social 
phenomenon. Far from it, the kind of awareness operative via uses of 
‘you’ is still plausibly seen as a primitive and special way of thinking and 
acting, one that is attached to but does not individuate a type of proposi-
tional thought about subjects expressible with personal indexicals. 

Here is the plan of the article. In Section II, I will introduce the no-
tion of ‘reference rule’ and the basic framework for the gramatical view 
and outline the most likely candidate for a reference rule of a distinctive 
second person concept based on second-personal awareness. Section III 
shall put forward three objections of increasing weightiness to the 
grammatical view of the second person. In Section IV, I will go on to 
suggest that information about a referent – including second-personal in-
formation – may constitute a particular way of thinking that informs but 
does not determine reference and is, hence, not concept- or proposition-
individuating. The ensuing distinction between reference-informing and 
reference-determining contents, when properly understood, will allow us 
to avoid the puzzles surrounding the idea of a distinctively second-
personal reference rule pointed out in Section III. I shall also propose 
that the distinction naturally extends to the analysis of other personal in-
dexicals. The concluding Section V offers a summary of the main points. 
 
 

II. THE GRAMMATICAL VIEW FOR ‘YOU’ 
 

Whether realistically construed or not, truth conditions associated 
with linguistic use provide a plausible and fairly standard path for the in-
dividuation of concepts. This connection is what nourishes what we are 
here calling the grammatical view. On the assumption that concepts are 
characterised at the level of sense or cognitive value, this path exploits, in 
Peacocke’s words, “the Fregean ur-idea that a sense is individuated by 
the fundamental condition for something to be its reference” [Peacocke 
(2008), p. 3].4 On this account, what individuates a concept C are the 
conditions that make an object x fall under C or, as it is also sometimes 
put, the conditions that make C to de jure – as opposed to de facto – re-
fer to x. Thus understood, truth conditions have a number of fundamen-



190                                                                                      Victor Verdejo 

teorema XLI/2, 2022, pp. 187-204 

tal regulatory or explanatory functions in the theory of concepts, three of 
which stand out in the discussion to follow. 

First and foremost, truth conditions determine, or provide the basis 
to determine, the reference of a concept C and, hence, C’s contribution 
to truth or falsity in regard to the beliefs it features in. Putting technicali-
ties to one side, it will be useful here to restrict reference-determination 
to the demarcation of correct and incorrect applications of C. An appli-
cation of C to an object x in a context c is correct iff x falls under C in c. 
Secondly, truth conditions (partially) account for rationality as exhibited 
in belief and inference. They serve to identify, in particular, what combi-
nations of beliefs can or cannot consistently be held and what inferences 
can be licensed with C. A third function is parasitic on the first and the 
second: truth conditions can be used to spot spurious concepts. Spurious 
concepts are the ones whose (alleged) truth conditions are, as a matter of 
principle, ineffective for fulfilling the first and second functions. 

The crucial import of the first and second functions is fully in view 
when considering the related third function. Spurious or non-genuine con-
cepts can be characterised as those for which the statement of what it is 
for something to fall under the concept is either absent or does not allow 
to generally determine whether applications of the concept are correct or 
incorrect, nor whether C-featuring beliefs or inferences are rationally al-
lowed. Consider, for instance, Prior’s connective ‘tonk’ [Prior (1960)]. The 
statement of the conditions for something to be the reference of tonk – 
i.e., introduction and elimination rules that permit the derivation of any be-
lief and its negation – patently do not allow to discriminate between cor-
rect and incorrect applications and rational or irrational inferences 
featuring the concept. This leads us to conclude that tonk is a spurious 
concept [cf. Peacocke (1992), §1.3]. Similarly, as we shall see, the main 
line of argument below runs to the conclusion that the second person 
perspective does not yield truth conditions for a second person concept 
capable of accomplishing these tasks and, therefore, that they can only 
yield a spurious concept of the sort illustrated by Prior’s example. 

The existence of a distinctive reference rule governing uses of the 
second person singular pronoun ‘you’ is the touchstone of the grammat-
ical view. And there is an obvious way to start too. For felicitous or lin-
guistically appropriate uses of ‘you’ seem to characteristically refer to an 
addressee. The obvious starting point for the statement of a reference 
rule for the second person concept, therefore, is that the concept refers 
de jure to one’s addressee as picked out with ‘you’. But this can hardly be 
the end of the story.  
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Note to begin with those felicitous uses of the second person are nei-
ther necessary nor sufficient for addressing another. They are not suffi-
cient because the second person pronoun admits of impersonal uses – as 
in ‘Do not put off until tomorrow what you can do today’ [Predelli (2004), 
Hyman (2004)] as well as third-personal uses – as when used to refer to 
the speaker by means of ‘yours truly’ [Collins and Postal (2012)]. Moreo-
ver, plural uses of ‘you’ do not necessarily refer to a collection of ad-
dressees but may also refer to a collection of people who also include the 
addressee [Cysouw (2003), Wechsler (2010)].5 We need therefore to con-
fine attention only to paradigmatic or central and felicitous singular uses 
of ‘you’ that do refer, or purport to refer, to an addressee.6  

Paradigmatic and felicitous singular uses of ‘you’ are, however, also 
not necessary for addressing. One may address another by means of ges-
tures, sounds or reactions on social media, to name a few examples [see 
Verdejo (2021), §2 and references therein]. The candidate reference rule 
should therefore leave it open whether the concept be expressed with 
‘you’ or not — indeed, whether it be expressed by linguistic or non-
linguistic means. 

Even if these caveats are heeded, however, our starting reference 
rule, and in particular, the key notion of addressee is plainly underspeci-
fied. This notion cannot be glossed as whomever one intends to refer 
with ‘you’.7 One such characterisation oscillates between a vacuous and a 
circular reading. On the one hand, if the notion of addressee amounts to 
that S one intends to refer with ‘you’, the notion is not distinctive of 
‘you’ and seems equivalent to the notion of intending to refer to S with 
‘he/she’, or any demonstrative expression such as ‘that person’, or even a 
proper name. The reading is therefore vacuous. We may, alternatively, 
adduce that there is a distinctive second-personal way of thinking associ-
ated with ‘you’ and suitably similar expressions. However, in this context, 
we cannot simply stipulate that there is such a distinctive way of thinking 
of a person. For the reference rule is meant to account, truth-
conditionally, for the distinctive way of thinking in question. More needs 
to be said therefore in order to bring into focus the reference rule of a 
distinctive second person concept. 

Yet, plausibly, reflection on paradigmatic and felicitous ‘you’-use 
does persuasively bring out a sophisticated form of interactive awareness 
characteristically required for successfully addressing another in thought. 
In particular, several authors have recently observed that thinkers that 
successfully address a subject S with ‘you’ are not only mutually aware 
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but also aware of being mutually aware of one another [Martin (2014), 
see also Peacocke (2014a), (2014b), Chap. 10 and references in fn. 2]. 

According to these authors, for there to be a second person per-
spective – or interpersonal self-consciousness as they call it – between A 
and B, A has to be aware of B and B of A in a rather intricate way: A 
must be aware of B being aware of A being aware of B and, furthermore, 
B aware of A being aware of B being aware of A. As Peacocke has em-
phasised, this notable form of intersubjective awareness may be key to 
the explanation of a number of cognitive phenomena, including com-
munication and joint attention and action. For the purposes of this pa-
per, this form of awareness is key because it signals a distinctive way of 
thinking of another and arguably the best candidate for cashing out the 
idea of a second-personal reference rule. 

As required, second-personal awareness (or interpersonal self-
consciousness) seems to be present in paradigmatic felicitous uses of 
‘you’ but may, nevertheless, be expressed by alternative means such as a 
glance – maybe together with a calculated grin – and is therefore not 
necessarily tied to ‘you’ or any other specific means of expression. This 
kind of awareness is also robust enough to evoke a distinctive cognitive 
phenomenon at the level of thought, indeed, a non-circular and non-
vacuous way of thinking of another. On the face of it, the reference rule 
based on it would neither be inadmissibly circular nor tantamount to 
rules for other types of thought, such as the ones typically expressible by 
recourse to other personal indexicals or demonstratives. Since no clear 
alternatives are in sight, we may therefore regard the ‘You’-Rule to be the 
most plausible reference rule available for the grammatical view: 
 

‘You’-Rule 
 

The second person concept is that concept C such that for x to fall 
under C is for the thinker of C to be second-personally aware of x. 

 
 

III. THREE OBJECTIONS 
 

There are at least three types of worry awaiting the proponent of a 
second-personal reference rule along the lines of the ‘You’-Rule. The 
first makes plain that the rationale behind the postulation of a second-
personal reference rule may be replicated for the postulation of other, 
less plausible reference rules. The second and third draw attention to the 
way in which the reference is fixed and preserved by means of ‘you’. 
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These hurdles reveal, I believe, a simple fact: second-personal awareness 
yields information about a referent operative in uses of ‘you’, but no ref-
erence-determining information. Let us take each in turn. 
 
Arbitrariness. The foregoing discussion may steer us towards other ways 
of addressing that go beyond the standard modern English pronoun 
‘you’. It is hard to overemphasise the complexities attached to the sec-
ond person pronoun in other languages. As an anonymous referee points 
out, these languages may include different terms for semantic roles that 
are attached to the English ‘you’. While different rules might be attached 
to these different grammatical roles (e.g., agent, theme or recipient), in 
this section, I shall confine the discussion to social distance effects. Even 
if other phenomena could be adduced in this context, the presumption is 
that the one considered here is enough to illustrate the kind of problems 
that linguistic complexity poses to the grammatical view. 

Thus, for instance, in various Romance and Germanic languages – in-
cluding Spanish, Italian, French or German – formality and social distance 
between speaker and addressee is reflected in specific pronominal terms. 
Thus, the Spanish ‘usted’, the Italian ‘Lei’, the French ‘vous’ or the Ger-
man ‘Sie’ all flag a formal way to address another that is set against the 
non-formal versions ‘tú’, ‘tu’, ‘tu’ and ‘du’, respectively [see Brown and 
Gilman (1960) for a classical study]. Data on other Indo-European and 
Austronesian languages reveal, in fact, that forms of address can be far 
richer than this dual classification suggests. Japanese, for instance, de-
ploys a very complex system of pronouns and honorific expressions that 
encode parameters such as the level of formality, gender or age of both 
speaker and addressee [e.g., Suzuki (1973)]. These cases indicate that par-
adigmatic and felicitous use of formal address terms entail that the ad-
dressee is, not merely someone towards whom one stands in a relation of 
second-personal awareness, but also someone in a position of respect or 
authority. This invites us to look upon Formal ‘You’-Rule: 
 

Formal ‘You’-Rule 
 

The formal second person concept is that concept C such that for x 
to fall under C is for the thinker of C to be formally second-
personally aware of x. 

 
One’s reaction to a rule such as this may vary. On the one hand, if one 
were to deem it odd or implausible, the ‘You’-Rule would seem jeopard-
ised. For the Formal ‘You’-Rule is also supposed capture a way of thinking 
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of another expressible with paradigmatic and felicitous uses of an ex-
pression — viz. ‘Sie’, ‘usted’, ‘vous’ or ‘Lei’.  

If, on the other hand, one were nonetheless willing to accept the 
existence of such a distinctive concept of formal addressing one would 
be saddled with a rather cheap method for carving up concepts. Nothing 
would seem to prevent us from taking in distinctive concepts for every 
bit of information that may happen to be added or potentially added to 
the ‘You’-Rule. As Japanese and several other languages can be used to 
illustrate, the possibilities are beyond number. Say, is one’s addressee 
male/female, friend/foe, rich/poor, tall/short? Should we then postulate 
distinct reference rules for each of these and indefinitely many more? 
This line of reasoning muddies the waters. While not inconsistent, it sug-
gests that there is an element of arbitrariness built into the relation be-
tween second-personal awareness and the ‘You’-Rule that would lead us 
to regard far more reference rules than seems warranted.  
 
Pretend addressee. As previously noted, not every use of the second person 
involves a form of addressing (Section 2). There are however two peculi-
ar but pervasive uses of ‘you’ that do involve an addressee but do so in a 
rather special way.8 In one kind of case, the speaker uses ‘you’ with no 
genuine intention to address because one merely pretends to be address-
ing — as when one pretends to be addressing a portrait or oneself re-
flected in a mirror. The addressee is thus merely pretended. In another 
kind of case, there is a genuine intention to address someone but one 
that eventually fails — for instance, if the addressee turns out to be hal-
lucinated or, perhaps, distracted in ways that prevent mutual awareness. 
These situations involve a failed addressee. Let us here deal with the first 
phenomenon and leave the second for the next subsection. 

It is very hard to overemphasise the number of situations in which 
one happens to refer to someone or even something via pretend uses of 
‘you’. We may use ‘you’ to convey that there is a sort of addressing when 
not only there is no genuine addressing in place but, moreover, we are 
transparently aware that no genuine addressing does or could possibly 
take place. We may indulge in this sort of pretence quite naturally to re-
fer to both living beings – as when we say: ‘You are so naughty’ to a pet, 
a plant or a baby – and inanimate objects — as when we wonder ‘Where 
are you?’ while searching for one’s wallet, car keys, or favourite teddy 
bear [cf. Salje (2017)]. In the most elaborated kind of case, we may refer 
to objects (such as portraits, mirrors or smartphone pictures) as proxies 
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for a person we pretend to address. Pretend addressees of this sort might 
include fictitious characters, dead people or oneself. 

To be sure, these cases involve flagrant violations – indeed self-
conscious violations – of the ‘You’-Rule. If so, and if anything like the 
‘You’-Rule is to function as a reference rule, the cases should involve the 
misapplication of the second person or ‘you’-concept or, at a minimum, 
a failure of reference for the ‘you’-concept so expressed. Compare with 
the case of, say, the concept banana. It seems quite uncontroversial to 
suppose – in accordance with the first and second functions previously 
highlighted (Section II) – that when we apply banana to an object that 
fails to meet the truth conditions for the concept – say, be a banana – we 
either misapply the concept (as in the belief Passion fruits are bananas) or, 
somewhat more benignly, fail to refer (as in the belief The banana on the 
table is sweet when there is only a passion fruit on the table). By contrast, 
the examples under consideration are not only pervasive and perfectly 
natural from the point of view of common usage of ‘you’. Moreover, 
they seem to manifest impeccable referential such usage. There is no 
question, for instance, about what the concepts expressed by these uses 
apply to or whether they do so wrongly or inconsistently. Therefore, the 
‘You’-Rule does not seem to take on the role of a reference rule for these 
cases of ‘you’-use. In particular, it does not mark out wrong/correct ap-
plication or failure of reference for a putative ‘you’-concept. 

As Léa Salje (2017), §4, has pointed out, the natural reaction to 
these considerations for the defender of a distinctive second person con-
cept is to grant that pretend cases involve no genuine second person 
concept but only a fake or pretend second person concept. On this ac-
count, the cases, albeit perhaps felicitous, should be dismissed as non-
paradigmatic and, thus, out of scope for the rule. The obvious route to 
explain away pretend uses is to suggest, more accurately, that in such 
cases one simply pretends that the ‘You’-Rule is satisfied. However, it is 
unclear that reference rules are the sort of thing one can pretend about. 
Less so when one’s pretending to comply with them may have the result, 
as intimated by the proponent of the ‘You’-Rule, that one actually falls 
back on a distinct, fake or pretend second person concept as a result of 
one’s pretence. While there are reasons to press this kind of worry further 
when considering pretend addressing, I think this worry is, as I now set 
out to show, more vividly exposed once failed addressing is also in view. 

 
Failed addressee. This is probably the most serious kind of difficulty that 
putative reference rules for the second person face. Let us lay it out with 
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the aid of an example. After many years of affectionate relationship, sub-
ject A may sincerely utter ‘I love you’ before subject B in a heroic at-
tempt at revealing a poignantly concealed feeling. Unexpectedly, 
however, a sudden distraction (typically a phone call or any other unwel-
come interruption by A’s rival in love) prevents B from even noticing A 
at the crucial, culminating moment. The proponent of the ‘You’-Rule is 
bound to claim, therefore, that in this scenario, B does not qualify as the 
reference of the concept expressed with ‘you’ since it is doubtful that 
there is mutual awareness between A and B to begin with, not to men-
tion the complex sort of second-personal awareness towards each other 
featuring in the ‘You’-Rule. 

All the same, the thought expressed with ‘you’ in anything like this 
context would patently refer to B, and the truth conditions of the belief 
expressed by ‘I love you’ in such a case will seem to remain unaltered 
whether or not A lives up to second-personal awareness. How can the 
advocate of the ‘You’-Rule account for this? Well, they seem forced to 
acknowledge failure to meet the condition for something – viz. B – to be 
the reference of the second person concept as specified by the rule. But 
failure to meet the ‘You’-Rule does not amount, surprisingly enough, to a 
wrong application or misapplication of the target concept, let alone a 
failure to refer to B with ‘you’. In short, the ‘You’-Rule fails again to de-
marcate wrong/correct applications or reference failures of the concept it 
putatively individuates. But the situation is more delicate than thus far not-
ed. For, unlike what happens in the case of pretend addressee, there is no 
obvious way in which the defender of the ‘You’-Rule could persuade us 
that A’s declaration of love – and indefinitely many examples of this kind 
– should be dismissed as out of scope for the rule. A may be a fully com-
petent speaker and genuinely intend to refer to B with ‘you’ in the midst of 
a conversation where second-personal awareness is already in order but 
breaks down at a given decisive moment. The case therefore involves a 
genuine intention to refer to a subject S by a use of ‘you’ that is central, 
paradigmatic or non-metaphorical. Granted, one may advert to the fact 
that the declaration of love, qua declaration of love, looks nonetheless in-
felicitous. This is hard to dispute. However, note that the case is certainly 
not infelicitous in the sense of involving a misuse or linguistically inappro-
priate use of ‘you’. More in fact, and this is surely the crux of the issue, the 
declaration is not infelicitous in the sense of involving a wrong application 
or a failure of reference for a concept expressed with ‘you’. 

Just as in the case of pretend addressee, however, the supporter of 
the ‘You’-Rule may insist that in this sort of scenario one would be using 
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or perhaps inadvertently slipping into a distinct, fake second person or 
even third person concept. But the prospects of any such bid seem now 
bleak. For not only are the circumstances for the use of ‘you’ utterly par-
adigmatic and felicitous from the point of view of both use of the word 
and application of the concept. The proponent of the ‘You’-Rule also 
seems to lack a truth-conditional way of drawing the putative distinction 
between the genuine and the fake second person concept. Had B paid 
hopeful attention to A at the right moment, the use of ‘you’ and the corre-
sponding application of the concept expressed with ‘you’ would have been 
equally sound, and the truth conditions for the belief expressed by uttering 
‘I love you’ would seem to stay exactly the same. Thus, the distinction be-
tween a genuine and fake second person concept that the advocate of the 
‘You’-Rule is proposing is a distinction without a recognisable truth-
conditional difference. Alas, a truth-conditional difference is what we need 
if we are to grant the soundness of the ‘You’-Rule. While we may still 
stipulate that there is such a truth-conditional difference, this option is 
not open to theorists that wish to persuasively argue the case for the rule. 

One may at this point object that, in the target circumstances, it is 
not the rule as such what matters but merely one’s attitude towards the 
rule, such as the intention to match the rule or the belief that the rule is 
met with respect to a given subject. This intention or belief is what would 
make available, on this reading, reference to the same subject – say, B in 
our example – both via a genuine second person (when the rule is satis-
fied) and the fake second person concept (when it is not). In a way that 
links up with our earlier point that reference rules are not the sort of 
thing one pretends about, this move is probably self-defeating for the 
advocate of the ‘You’-Rule. The reason is that reference rules for a con-
cept C do not work by featuring in attitudes with respect to a candidate 
referent x and, in most cases, they never do. They are meant to provide 
the conditions under which x is (or fails to be) the referent of C. This is 
what makes it possible for them to fulfil the functions specified at the 
outset (Section II). 

In short, attitudes towards a reference rule with respect to a subject 
B would not explain one’s capacity to think of B with a second person 
concept, nor do so when actually employing a distinct fake second person 
or third person concept. This is not to deny that it is conceivable, and 
even often the case, that we intend to satisfy the ‘You’-Rule, or believe it 
is satisfied, when uttering ‘you’. However, that one may sensibly so in-
tend or believe is perhaps the best evidence we have that second-
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personal awareness of another is not, after all, working as a reference 
rule apt for the individuation of a concept. 
 
 

IV. REFERRING TO YOU 
 

The preceding considerations seem all to point in the same direc-
tion. While the kind of second-personal awareness figuring in the ‘You’-
Rule plausibly justifies the postulation of a primitive and special content 
or way of thinking of a self – i.e., the second person perspective – it does 
not likewise support the postulation of a content that determines refer-
ence to a self. The grammatical view of the second person must there-
fore be rejected. In this section I aim at a diagnosis of this result in terms 
of the distinction at the level of thought between what we may call ‘ref-
erence-determining’ and ‘reference-informing’ contents. 

Before I do so, however, a cautionary note is necessary. For one 
reasonable reaction one may have in light of the above difficulties is just 
to dismiss the view that thought-individuating contents are to be had at 
all. Why should we suppose, the thought would go, that there are any 
reference-determining contents in the case of ‘you’? The question is fair, 
but a satisfactory answer is well beyond the scope of this paper. Suffice it 
to say that, in this paper, I work on the assumption that the idea of ref-
erence-determining content – and in particular the idea that such con-
tents can be truth-conditionally articulated via a reference rule (see 
Section II above) – has an explanatory import that is worth to hold on to 
if at all possible. The diagnosis I am offering in these pages must therefore 
be conditionalised on the view that reference-determining contents are 
theoretically legit to begin with. Having said that, I take it that much in the 
analysis so far and the diagnosis to follow can be of value for alternative 
accounts of the way in which the reference of ‘you’ is actually fixed. 

It is tempting to suppose, to begin with, that the road of thought 
expressible with ‘you’ to reference in a context is not automatic but me-
diated by certain supplementary information.9 Part of this information, 
as made explicit by Kaplan himself [Kaplan (1989b)], is plausibly given, 
not exactly by a demonstration, but by the intention to refer to a subject 
in the context. But, as the theorists of the second person have aptly 
pointed up, a kind of mutual awareness is very plausibly also part of the 
information at stake when a thinker successfully addresses another with 
‘you’. On the most accurate characterisation available, that is to say, the 
supplementary or ancillary information used by a thinker when success-
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fully addressing another with ‘you’ is better seen as involving second-
personal awareness of another. It is the information that the thinker in-
tends to refer to someone while standing in that awareness relation. 

The story is, thus far, rather uncontentious. Yet a surreptitious as-
sumption goes into effect, I suggest, once engaged in the quest for some-
thing like the ‘You’-Rule. The assumption is that the information that is 
plausibly embodied in our uses of ‘you’ is a kind of truth-conditional, 
reference-determining information individuating a concept or proposi-
tion. One may resist this move, however, if such information is taken to 
merely inform the reference. There are at least two prominent ways of 
fleshing out the notion of reference-informing contents that would make 
this possible. First, on what we may dub the ‘conditional account’, the in-
formation in question takes a conditional or enabling role. It is infor-
mation that, if satisfied, activates truth-conditional, reference-determining 
content [e.g., Burge (1974), Borg (2000), Heck (2002), Higginbotham 
(2002)]. Second, the information may alternatively be understood as a kind 
of presupposition or tacit, unarticulated belief that accompanies a truth-
conditional, reference-determining content (e.g., Stalnaker (1978), Perry 
(1980), Recanati (1990), García-Carpintero (2000)]. We may call this the 
‘presuppositional account’. 

It is unlikely, however, that the conditional account would allow us 
to easily circumvent the kind of worries we are assaying for the ‘You’-
Rule. If we take second-personal awareness to reflect the condition that 
needs to be fulfilled in order to enable reference with ‘you’, it clearly fol-
lows that ‘you’ will fail to refer in both pretend and failed uses related 
above. But it is quite beyond doubt that such uses would typically in-
volve a referent as well as knowledge of who or what the referent is. Fur-
thermore, it is far from clear that the conditional account has the 
resources to assuage the worry about arbitrariness. 

The suggestion is, therefore, that the presuppositional account is a bet-
ter choice to articulate the kind of distinction we need between reference-
informing and reference-determining content. Consequently, reference-
informing contents must be a sort of presupposition or tacit information on 
which the thinker draws that accompanies or is associated with refer-
ence-determining content. I have elsewhere developed a full account of 
thought expressible with ‘you’ along precisely these lines based on the 
notion of perspective, a kind of way of thinking that does not individuate 
concept or thought [Verdejo (2018), (2021)]. My purpose here is differ-
ent. It is to unearth the root of the problems discussed and highlight the 
kind of positive account more in harmony with our intuitions regarding 
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‘you’-usage vis-a-vis the grammatical view. Apart from the one I particular-
ly favour, several theoretical alternatives are compatible with the claims of 
this paper. The relevant point for present purposes is that, once the dis-
tinction between reference-informing and reference-determining contents 
is at hand in the presuppositional way suggested, the puzzles surveyed 
above begin to dissolve.  

To begin with, reference-informing contents allow us to see how 
the possibility of very many kinds of information that thinkers exploit 
when thinking of a referent – including awareness, authority, sex and 
gender information – do not force us to postulate very many concepts 
and concept-individuating reference rules. We may therefore ward off 
the charge of arbitrariness. Secondly, since second-personal awareness is 
awareness information about a referent, one also opens the door to this in-
formation being just pretended to obtain. While it is hard to see how one 
could refer to x by pretending x to be one’s genuine addressee – anymore 
than one could refer to x by pretending it to be a banana – it is perfectly 
plausible to suppose that one may pretend, of an object one already re-
fers to in thought, that it is one’s addressee — or a banana, for that mat-
ter. Finally, and most notably, the information one draws upon when 
thinking of a subject might simply be wrong, in which case one will typi-
cally fail to be second-personally aware of another. However, if these 
conditions are not reference-determining conditions, nothing prevents 
one from still succeeding in referring and correctly applying the relevant 
concept to a subject. 

Under this light, in sum, it is not surprising that the ‘You’-Rule does 
not behave exactly as a concept-individuating reference rule. It just is not. 
If correct, these considerations show that a distinction between reference-
informing and reference-determining contents is peremptory in the ac-
count of the second person and that we should stop pursuing the gram-
matical view of the second person. It would however be inaccurate to 
suppose that the distinction is proprietary to the second person. While a 
thoroughgoing discussion must be left for another occasion, it bears em-
phasis that the distinction between reference-informing and reference-
determining contents obviously carries over to other personal indexicals. 

Consider, for instance, the indexical terms ‘he’ and ‘she’. It is in-
deed reasonable to suppose that the use of these terms and, hence, the 
thoughts thereby expressed are associated with information about the 
referent. This information arguably includes socially driven specifications 
of gender roles and identity of the referent associated with paradigmatic 
and felicitous uses of the terms. Were we forced to think of this infor-
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mation as yielding anything close to a reference rule, we would seem to be 
committed to the claim that there is a gender distinctive third person con-
cept. One need not endorse, however, such a daring view. We may con-
ceive of the target information as merely drawn upon when thinking about 
a subject and hence as constituting a way of thinking or content that in-
forms but does not determine reference. So understood, this information 
might be also merely pretended to hold and may also turn out to be wrong 
if some sort of (potentially controversial or offensive) mistake takes place. 
All the same, the truth conditions of the resulting thought are not affected, 
only the information on which one draws in thinking the thoughts is. 

The full substantiation of this and other ramifications would take us 
too far afield. The relevance of these more speculative remarks in the 
present context is that the lessons put forward by the recommended 
analysis of ‘you’ are unlikely to be exceptional and may bring in their 
wake a range of suggestive applications. 

 
 

V. CONCLUSION 
 

Singular, paradigmatic and felicitous uses of the second person do 
not signal a factive, thought- or proposition-constituting condition on 
reference, but a certain sort of information on which the thinker may draw 
in thinking of a self. The information concerns, more precisely, the inten-
tion to refer to a subject while standing in a relation of second-personal 
awareness.  

Two significant upshots ensue regarding the real significance of the 
second person perspective in the account of thought expressible with 
personal indexicals. The first upshot is that the prospects for a distinctive 
second person concept based on interpersonal self-consciousness are 
dim. While second-personal awareness does seem to ground a special 
and primitive second-personal way of thinking of a subject, one such 
way is, for the reasons exposed, doubtfully reference-determining. Nev-
ertheless, when operative, reference-informing contents are mental con-
tents that may result in very complex and cognitively demanding 
phenomena such as the ones revealingly diagnosed in terms of second-
personal awareness and other distinctive second-personal forms of inter-
action and mental state attribution. 

The second, broader upshot, ratified by the work of other theorists, 
is that there is a fundamental distinction to be drawn and kept track of at 
the level of thought between reference-determining and reference-
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informing contents. The distinction is crucially important in the case of 
‘you’ but seems to also offer key insights into thought expressible with 
other personal indexicals and, perhaps, various other non-concept-
individuating types of information on which a thinker may draw when 
thinking of a referent. 
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NOTES 
 
1 It might be thought, rightly in my view, that linguistic and conceptual in-

teractions are ontogenetically or phylogenetically parasitic upon pre-linguistic 
and pre-conceptual ones. Even so, the present paper assumes that linguistic and 
conceptual interactions can be approached on their own while perhaps also re-
flecting the nature of more basic cognitive capacities. 

2 Interpersonal self-consciousness is discussed at length in Peacocke 
(2014a), (2014b), Chap. 10; Martin (2014); Salje (2017) and Verdejo (2021). The 
notion traces back at least to Martin Buber’s I-Thou relationship [Buber (1923)] 
and has strong affinities with other forms of interactive awareness such as ‘the in-
terpersonal self’ [Neisser (1988); Zahavi (2014)], ‘plural self-awareness’ [Schmid 
(2014)], ‘ordinary self-consciousness’ [O’Brien (2011)], ‘I-you transactional thought’ 
(Rödl 2014), or ‘thought in face-to-face cooperation’ [Heal (2014)], among others. 

3 This can be seen as ratifying Diana Pérez and Toni Gomila’s own under-
standing of the second person perspective as independent of grammatical or lin-
guistic facts [cf. Pérez and Gomila (2021), §2.5]. Their insightful approach, 
however, involves other commitments that I cannot sensibly discuss in this paper. 

4 Frege’s notion of reference-determining sense is the main forerunner of 
this foundational idea [Frege (1892)]. Needless to say, however, the truth-
conditional individuation of concepts admits of alternative (non-Fregean) articu-
lations that may likewise be used to fill out the details of this inquiry. 

5 Also relevant in this connection is double deixis: ‘you’ may simultaneously re-
fer to the speaker and the addressee or, in literary contexts, to both the narrative 
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voice and the reader [Jensen (2019)]. I thank an anonymous referee for teorema for 
bringing this phenomenon to my attention. 

6 In this piece I shall ignore he thorny complexities arising from anaphori-
cally bound or shiftable uses of the second person, such as the ones involving 
‘fake indexicals’ [Kratzer (2009)] or ‘monsters’ [Schlenker (2003)]. 

7 Here the problems parallel those famously disclosed in the critical as-
sessment of Frege’s too hasty characterisation of the sense of ‘I’ in communica-
tion as “he who is speaking to you at this moment” [Frege (1918), pp. 359-360]; 
[cf. Anscombe (1975), Dummett (1981), Chap. 6, Kaplan (1989a)]. 

8 These phenomena, already identified in Kaplan (1989b), have also been 
tackled in Salje’s work [Salje (2017), §§4.1 and 4.2] to which much of what fol-
lows is indebted. However, Salje does not directly address their impact on the 
very notion of a concept-individuating reference rule. In Verdejo (2021), pp. 
1708-9, I sketch a specific treatment of these phenomena along the lines sug-
gested below. 

9 In this regard, ‘you’ might not be actually different from other allegedly 
‘pure’ indexicals [Mount (2008)]. 
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