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The notion of discourse referent was introduced in connection with the 
idea of a discourse file: a temporary file in which information is stored 
regarding an entity introduced in the discourse. Subsequently the notion 
of discourse referent was used somewhat ambiguously to stand for the 
discourse file itself or for the (possibly non existent) entity it is about.

Discourse files bear an interesting analogy to object files, which are tem-
porary files deployed in visual working memory to track objects given in 
perception. The relations between the two types of temporary file are 
worth investigating. What happens when an object talked about is iden-
tified as an object seen? Do the temporary files merge, resulting in a 
working memory file spanning discourse and perception?

Besides dedicated temporary files of various sorts, there are standing 
mental files which are like entries in the mental encyclopedia. They store 
information about entities in the environment, gained either through 
perception or testimony, and they (or their labels) represent these en-
tities in thought. The relations between temporary files (of both sorts) 
and the standing mental files into which they arguably evolve is also a 
worthwhile topic of inquiry.

A specific issue arises with respect to mental files that are about imagi-
nary objects — objects which are given in thought but not in reality (fic-
tional objects, hypothetical objects, etc.). Let us call them fictional files. 
While ordinary mental files are such that their deployment presupposes 
the existence of the entity they are about (the entity the subject is re-
lated to via perception or testimony), fictional files are not existential-
ly committing. The issue arises, whether discourse files are themselves 
a variety of fictional file, in contrast to perceptual files which are exis-
tentially committing (while discourse files are not), or whether both dis-
course files and perceptual files are existentially committing and fictional 
files result from a decoupling operation over the more basic type of file.

Ce colloque interdisciplinaire, en anglais, s’inscrit dans le cadre du projet ERC Mental 
Files : New Foundations, hébergé par la chaire Philosophie du langage et de l’esprit au 
Collège de France. Il porte principalement sur la notion de « référent de discours » et 
sur son interprétation dans le cadre de la théorie des dossiers mentaux. 

Image de couverture : Quentin Blake, The art of Conversation © The QB papers, 2019.

 Lundi 30 mars 

09h45–10h05

François Recanati (Collège de France)
introduction

 Présidente de séance : Joulia Smortchkova 

10h05–11h20

Ellen Lau (University of Maryland)
Discourse files and human memory systems

Two ideas characterize many discussions of discourse files or discourse refer-
ents. One is that they are only temporary, serving as mental proxies for individuals 
only across some segment of discourse. Dissociations observed in many forms 
of amnesia are consistent with the idea that distinct circuits support indexing of 
individual representations within the current context vs. long-term. Neighboring 
regions of the inferior parietal cortex show fMRI responses during both visual 
working memory tasks and language comprehension tasks, and might support a 
common structured representation of the current scene or situation, to which indi-
vidual object representations are temporarily indexed. Solving the different prob-
lems of long-term indexing requires different regions, including the hippocampus. 
The second idea is that discourse referents are in some way not actually referen-
tial, and that this explains certain linguistic patterns observed with common nouns, 
as well as their use in discussing hypothetical or fictional objects. I will dispute this 
second idea. Many classic puzzles of common noun reference disappear if nouns 
are taken to function as nonsingular names, rather than predicates (Geach, 1962). 
And the theory of instance-of-kind conceptual structure (Prasada 2016, in press) 
suggests that an instance-of-kind concept affords reference to the (potentially 
infinite) instances of a kind, independent of physical acquaintance with them, or 
whether they are hypothetical vs. actual. With such a non-predicative theory of 
noun meaning, we can therefore adopt a view where the way in which individual 
representations are indexed differs from the current context to long-term knowl-
edge, but where the logic of reference is the same throughout. 

11h40–12h55

Hans Kamp (University of Stuttgart)
Types of entity representations in MSDRT 

MSDRT (Mental State Discourse Representation Theory) has developed a number of 
different Types of Entity Representations (its term for what is referred to by others 
as Mental Files). The different ER Types are for different kinds of entities, e.g. 
fictional entities as opposed to entities in the real world, or for events, states and 
actions of various kinds as distinct from physical objects. The talk will be primarily 
concerned with the different forms of these different Types of ERs and the moti-
vations for them.
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 Président de séance : Nicholas Shea  

14h20–15h35

Karen Lewis (Barnard College, Columbia University)
Discourse referents as mental files

Abstract: In previous work, I argue that discourse referents—devices for track-
ing objects under discussion in discourse—are best understood as mental files: 
vehicles for tracking the same object in cognition independently of any particu-
lar descriptive content. Mental files are private by nature; I treat discourse refer-
ents in the public, shared conversational context as intersubjective, coordinated, 
temporary files. On the proposed view, discourse referents are ways of cognizing 
content rather than contents themselves. Discourse referent mental files are 
(among other things) characterized by their role in non-satisfactional or pseu-
do-singular way of thinking. However, unlike the mental files of singular thought, 
discourse referents are not typically satisfied by a single, specific object (though 
they can be). Accordingly, I treat the contents of indefinite sentences and sentenc-
es containing expressions anaphoric on indefinites as having existential content. 
In this talk, I address the question of how to make sense of treating existential, 
descriptive content as being cognized in a pseudo-singular fashion. I argue that 
while sentences containing indefinite descriptions typically trigger the creation of 
a discourse referent, they are not themselves cognized in a pseudo-singular way. 
By contrast, sentences containing anaphoric expressions (definites and pronouns) 
contain pseudo-singular restrictors that bridge the gap between the pseudo-sin-
gular form and the descriptive content.

15h55–17h10

Gabor Brody (Yale University)
Variables keep them(selves) separate

Discourse referents are “mental files” insofar as they are mental representations 
that function like variables: they architecturally separate addresses from contents. 
I argue for a construal of discourse referents in which they are not mental files  
in other respects. First, discourse referents are not addressed by sortal, kind, or 
noun-type descriptive information; consequently, they cannot account for devel-
opmental phenomena such as Mutual Exclusivity. Second, unlike mental files, 
discourse referents are components of the grammatical system rather than the 
general belief system. Third, unlike mental files, discourse referents cannot be 
merged or linked via identity statements 

17h30–18h45

Sam Cumming (UCLA)
Guises of ‘I’

I propose that communication with the indexical pronoun ‘I’ requires coordination 
on a familiar discourse referent, just like communication with an anaphoric (or 
deictic) use of ‘she’. This proposal improves on a contrasting approach descended 
from Kaplan (1989) on which ‘I’ is interpreted by bridging anaphora to the event 
of speaking (which eliminates discretion from the interpretation by binding the 
pronoun to the speech event). I use the proposal to address a puzzle about commu-
nication with ‘I’ due to Andrea Onofri (2022).

Mardi 31 mars 2026

 Président de séance : Michael Murez  

10h–11h15

Barbu Revencu (Collège de France)
Stand-for relations between objects and discourse referents  
in early development

Abstract: From static diagrams to dynamic animations, humans routinely convey 
information through depictions—representational stimuli in which visual objects 
are arranged in spatiotemporal configurations for communicative ends. First, I 
will argue that depictions recruit two representational layers: one that tracks 
object symbols in space, and one that represents the entities under discussion 
through discourse referents. The two layers are linked by an assignment function 
that provides pointers from the symbols to their corresponding discourse refer-
ents. This link constitutes a stand-for relation, which allows interpreters to gather 
information about the discourse referents from the object symbols. Second, I will 
present empirical evidence that stand-for relations are available in early human 
development. By 15 months, infants can interpret geometric shapes as symbols of 
familiar animals and objects: Pointing to a triangle and calling it “a duck” is enough 
for infants to interpret the triangle as a symbol of a duck. Infants use these stand-
for relations to interpret how shapes move and interact, while recognizing that 
these relations do not extend outside the current communicative context. Finally, 
I will argue that positing stand-for relations in early ontogeny provides a better 
explanation of pretend play than alternative accounts.

11h35–12h50

Gergely Csibra (Central European University)
Tracking discourse referents in symbolic depictions

Scene constructions, or more broadly, episodic simulations, are internal repre-
sentations of states, relations, and events in the spatial navigational system of 
the brain. These constructions serve various purposes, including action planning, 
imagination, and memory retrieval. The format of these constructions is hybrid: 
they arrange discrete elements (internal symbols of objects, agents, abstract 
entities) in analog space and time to represent relations among them iconically. 
Such constructions can also represent not inherently spatial relations and operate 
both in humans and in non-human species. However, humans also create external 
representations in a format analogous to scene constructions, which I call symbol-
ic depictions. Symbolic depictions are composed of discrete elements (objects) 
that function as local physical symbols standing for their internally represented 
counterparts in scene constructions. The arrangement of these symbols in physical 
space and time depicts relations or events among the entities they stand for. When 
entities represented internally in a constructed scene are tied to object-symbols in 
external displays, I consider them functioning as discourse referents. I will outline 
the cognitive operations required to establish and track such discourse referents 
and argue that some of these operations are available in early ontogeny, even 
before capacities for tracking discourse referents linguistically emerge.
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 Président de séance : Victor Tamburini 

14h20–15h35

Josef Perner (University of Salzburg)

The vanished jar:  
Children’s problems with non-verbal identity information

Children become able to process verbal identity statements as they learn to attri-
bute false beliefs. The mental files explanation points to the need for linked indexed 
files for solving both tasks, which children achieve around 3 to 5 years. Clearly, 
an indexed file is needed for attributing belief; but an identity statement could 
just result in merging two regular files. I argue that indexed files are necessary for 
understanding the statement.  This opens the possibility that children might cope 
with non-verbal, perceptual identity information well before they pass false belief 
tests. In our study, children had to figure out which jar is identical with a jar that 
had vanished. The results dampen any expectations of earlier competence. Without 
the help of an identity statement children operate exclusively with regular files, 
which are subject to Strawson’s Constraint (only one file per object). Consequently, 
children displayed strong mutual exclusivity. They could not get themselves to iden-
tify the vanished jar with the (for us) obvious candidate, which was already tracked 
by another file. In sum, deployment of indexed files is associated with language 
use. This is also reflected in the strong dependence of passing false belief tests on 
language development.

16h–17h10 : Talk

Hannah Steinicke & Michael Huemer (Harvard University)

Object files in non-symbolic number cognition and set representation
Previous research suggests that infants can represent not more than three items 
at a time. For example, infants are able to represent one, two, or three hidden 
objects, but fail with four (Feigenson & Carey, 2003), and they also choose the larg-
er quantity when comparing, e.g., 1 vs. 2, and 2 vs. 3, but fail when comparing, e.g.,  
3 vs. 4, and 2 vs. 4 (Feigenson et al., 2002), exhibiting the signature limit of object 
file representations. However, infants can overcome the limit of three by chunking 
individuals into sets when given perceptual, conceptual, linguistic, or spatial cues 
(Feigenson & Halberda, 2004, 2008). Infants are limited in the number of items 
they can chunk (they can form sets of two but not three), and in the number of 
sets they can track (three sets but not four). However, infants are able to form 
hierarchically organized ‘superchunks’ (two sets of two sets of two; Rosenberg & 
Feigenson, 2013).
In our study, we investigate whether infants have a representation of four when 
they represent two sets of two. We tested 30 10- to 18-month-old children (data 
collection ongoing). They were presented with two boxes in which the experiment-
er placed different amounts of crackers. After placing all of the crackers, children 
were allowed to crawl to one of the boxes and retrieve the crackers within the 
chosen box. Each child underwent up to four trials with the following combinations: 
1 vs. 3, 1 vs. 4, 3 vs. 2x2, and 3 vs. 4. 

If children represent two sets of two as four items, they should successfully choose 
the box with two sets of two crackers over the box containing three crackers. We 
found that children reliably succeeded in the 1 vs. 3 condition (80% choices of 3) 
and chose at chance in the 1 vs. 4 condition (50% choices of 4). Comparing the 3 vs. 
2x2, and 3 vs. 4 conditions, children’s performance was almost identical (around 
65% choices of 3), suggesting that two sets of two are not represented as four.
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Gabor Brody
Yale University

Gabor Brody is a Research Scientist and Lecturer at Yale Universi-
ty, working at the the Department of Psychology, affiliated with the 
Department of Linguistics and the Program in Cognitive Science. 
His work explores infants’, children’s, and adults’ ability to keep 
track of and communicate about objects, concepts, and agents.

Gergely Csibra
Central European University

Gergely Csibra is a professor at the Deparment of Cognitive Sci-
ence at Central European University, Vienna, and a professor 
emeritus at Birkbeck, University of London.

Sam Cumming
UCLA

Sam Cumming works on diverse topics in the philosophy of lan-
guage and semantics, from attitude reports, noun phrases and the 
foundations of meaning to the semantics of edits in film. Along with 
Josh Armstrong and Gabe Greenberg, he runs the interdisciplinary 
workshop SLIME. His PhD was from Rutgers, and he is professor of 
philosophy at the University of California, Los Angeles.

Michael Huemer
Harvard University

Michael Huemer has collaborated with Josef Perner on mental 
files and theory of mind since his MA and PhD studies. Since 2019, 
he has also been working with Harvard’s Susan Carey and Brian 
Leahy on children’s understanding of possibility, and with Elizabeth  
Spelke on set representations in cognitive development.

Hans Kamp
University of Stuttgart

Hans Kamp was born, and got his education up to and including 
the MA, in the Netherlands. After a PhD in Philosophy at UCLA on 
formal properties of Priorean Tense Logic, his work turned increas-
ingly to model-theoretic semantics of natural language, following 
his Ph.D. supervisor Richard Montague. In the late seventies and 
early eighties Kamp developed Discourse Representation Theory 
(DRT), which, together with Heim’s File Change Semantics, was the 
first formally worked out approach to the semantics of discourse. 
A primary current interest is the development of Mental State DRT, 
an extension of DRT in which files play a central part. 

Ellen Lau 
University of Maryland

Ellen Lau is an Associate Professor in Linguistics and Neuroscience 
and Cognitive Science at the University of Maryland, where she 
has been on the faculty since 2011. She co-directs the KIT-UMD 
Magnetoencephalography lab, and her research uses behavioral 
and neurophysiological measures to investigate language process-
es and representations. In recent years her work has explored the 
architecture of lexical knowledge, and mental representations of 
individuals, in psychological and neural models of language.

Karen Lewis
Barnard College, Columbia University

Karen Lewis is an associate professor in the Department of Philos-
ophy at Barnard College, Columbia University. She works primarily 
in the philosophy of language, on topics such as context-sensi-
tivity, discourse referents, anaphora, dynamic pragmatics, coun-
terfactual conditionals, and the pragmatics of non-paradigmatic 
conversations, among other things.

BIOGRAPHIES
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Josef Perner
University of Salzburg

Josef Perner received his PhD in Psychology from the University of 
Toronto. He was Professor in Experimental Psychology at the Uni-
versity of Sussex and is now Professor emeritus of Psychology and 
member of the Centre for Cognitive Neuroscience at the University 
of Salzburg.

Barbu Revencu
Collège de France

Barbu Revencu is a postdoctoral researcher at Collège de France 
in the ERC Mental Files project of François Recanati. His work in-
vestigates the cognitive mechanisms underlying depictions: repre-
sentational stimuli, ranging from diagrams to animations, in which 
visual objects function as symbols and are arranged in spatial con-
figurations for communicative ends.

Hannah Steinicke
Harvard University

Hannah Steinicke is currently pursuing her master’s degree in Mind, 
Brain and Behavior at Justus-Liebig University Gießen in Germany. 
Recently, she worked on the mental representation of sets in in-
fants in Elizabeth Spelke’s Lab for Developmental Studies at Har-
vard University.
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