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ABSTRACT 

Propositional attitudes, states like believing, 

desiring, intending, etc., have played a central role in the 

articulation of many of our I!lajor theories, both in philo-

sophy and 

psychology 

the social sciences. Until relatively 

was a prominent entry on the list 

recently, 

of social 

sciences in which propositional attitudes occupied center 

stage. In this century, though, behaviorists began to make 

a self-conscious effort to expunge "mentalistic" notions 

from their theorizing. Behaviorism has failed. Psychology 

therefore is again experiencing "formative years," and two 

themes have caught the interest of philosophers. The first 

is that psychological theories evidently must exploit a vast 

array of relations obtaining among internal states. The 

second is that the use of mentalisUc idioms seems to be 

explicit again in much of current theorizing. These two 

observations have led philosophers to wonder about the 

probable as well as the proper role of propositional 

attitudes in future psychological theories. Some philoso

phers wonder, in particular, about the role of the contents 

of propositional attitudes in the forthcoming theories. 

Their strategy is in part to discern what sorts of theory 
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psychologists now wi 11 want to construct, and then discern 

what role propositional attitude contents might play in 

theories of those sorts. I consider here two sorts of 

theory, what I call minimal functional theories and what is 

known as propositional attitude psychology. 

I outline these two kinds of theory, and show how 

each defines a role for contents. Contents are ultimately 

eliminable in minimal functional theories. Althoueh they 

p la y an apparently ineliminable role in propositional 

attitude psychology, they do so at an apparent cost. Propo

sitional attitude psychology does not seem to accommodate a 

certain methodological principle, a principle of 

individualism in psychology, which is endorsed even by some 

of the philosophers most enamored of the approach. Such 

philosophers have two options: they can attempt to show 

that the conflict between the approach and the principle is 

not genuine, or they can reject the principle. I argue that 

the conflict is real, and recommend a qualified rejection of 

the principle. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Propositional attitudes playa central role in many 

of our major theories. The articulation of theories in 

history, political science, economics, anthropology, and 

sociology has depended in crucial ways upon talk of states 

like believing, desiring, intending, etc. In philosophy, 

the situation is much the same. In epistemology, for 

instance, beliefs have occupied center stage as the objects 

of epistemic evaluation. Moreover, since the beliefs, 

intentions, and desires of an agent enter into virtually all 

of our ethical judgments, they are assured a role in our 

ethical theories. As for the philosophy of language, a 

brief look at the literature from any decade will reveal a 

heavy reliance on propositional attitudes and their 

contents. 

Until the rise of behaviorism in this century, 

psychology was a prominent entry on the list of disciplines 

whose theoretical vocabulary was frought with the 

"mentalistic" idiom. Psychoanalytical theory, for instance, 

relied explicitly on notions such as desire, anxiety, and 

purpose, conscious and unconscious. The twentieth century 

1 
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saw the rise of various strains of behaviorism, which were 

united in the attempt to eliminate "mentalistic" terms from 

the theoretical vocabulary of psychology. Hental states 

were eschewed as at best explanatorily superfluous, and at 

worst, "medieval conceptions," "heritages of a timid savage 

past," on a par with witches, demons, and other fantasies of 

superstition or debunked pseudo-science.
l 

The most radical 

version of behaviorism is "peripheral behaviorism," the view 

that the business of scientific psychology is to show how 

bodily movements are a function of how the environment 

impinges on the organism. In the jargon of the so-called 

S-R theories, the job of scientific psychology was supposed 

to be the correlation of "stimulus" and "response." Thus, 

psychology was no longer conceived as the study of the mind, 

or "psyche," but rather as the science of behavior, gross, 

observable phenomena, with methodological emphasis placed on 

its prediction and control. 

Behaviorism, of course, had its heyday, but recently 

the movement, especially its more radical versions, has 

declined dramatically in popularity. The results of the 

attempt to construct an S-R theory for the human organism 

have been disparate at best, showing no real promise of 

1. J. 
Chicago Press, 

Watson, Behaviorism (Chicago: 
1930), pp. 2-5. 

University of 
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converging toward a systematic theory of behavior. I t is 

now widely acknowledged that empirical adequacy involves the 

postulation of a vast array of relations obtaining among 

internal states. This, in itself, does not imply a return 

to a mentalistic conception of the causes of behavior, since 

it may very well be that our ordinary notions of beliefs, 

desires, and the rest could not be recovered from the best 

theories of behavior that take account of internal states 

and their relations. But, other recent developments in 

psychology do seem to signal a renewed interest in mental 

states and operations. They signal a rejection of the 

conception of psychology as a science exclusively concerned 

with behavior, and a return to the conception of psychology 

itself as a study of the mind and its operations, including, 

to cite a few, perception, memory, the fixation of belief, 

and language understanding. As a result of these 

developments, philosophers of psychology also have developed 

a renewed interest in propositional atti tudes. Some have 

wondered, in particular, whether there is an important role 

for the contents of propositional attitudes to play in the 

forthcoming theories. Their strategy is to discern what 

sorts of theory psychologists now will want to construct, 

and then discern what role, if any, propositional attitudes 

and their contents might play in theories of those sorts. 



4 

Even if one notices that psychologists will now want 

to construct theories that postulate internal states, and 

that some of the professed desiderata of the new theories 

make explicit reference to mental operations (such as the 

fixation of belief), one still need not conclude that mental 

operations, as such, will fall within the domain of those 

theories. For, there also is a trend in cognitive 

ogy to make one's theories computational, and, as 

psychol

we shall 

see, if a theorist's interest in an internal state is in the 

state ~ computational 

mentalistic idiom is 

state, 

perhaps 

then 

best 

heuristic, and ultimately eliminable. 

the employment 

regarded as 

of the 

merely 

Part of the purpose 

of this dissertation is to investigate the question of 

whether the kinds of theory psychologists now will want to 

construct indicate an essential, or ineliminable, role for 

propositional attitudes and their contents. Chapter 2 is 

devoted to detailing two candidate answers to this question. 

The first kind of theory that I discuss is what I 

call a "minimal functional theory." A minimal functional 

theory details how a system's outputs are a function of its 

inputs, and its internal states, with inputs construed as 

irritations of sensory surfaces, and outputs construed as 

bodily movements. The second kind of theory is what in 

philosophical circles goes under the title "propositi.onal 

attitude psychology," which is folk psychology made rigorous 
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and systematic. I explain the appeal of each sort of 

theory, and describe how they each locate a role for propo-

sitional attitude contents. We shall see that they do so in 

radically different ways. 

Our primary concern though will be to investigate 

the question of whether theory building in psychology ought 

to provide an essential role for propositional attitudes and 

their contents. Many philosophers accept a methodological 

principle which, when combined with recent developments in 

the philosophical theory of belief, yields the result that 

psychologists ought to avoid such states in their 

theorizing. The principle is a principle of "individualism" 

in psychology, and is also known as 

Psychological 

the states of 

Autonomy. The principle 

The Principle of 

says, roughly, that 

psychology include theoretical interest to 

only those that 

of the subject. 

supervene on the physical/functional states 

A state
2 

supervenes on another state just 

in case indiscernibility with respect to the latter entails 

indiscernibility with respect to the former. The recent 

discovery in the philosophical theory of content is that 

beliefs, desires, and the like apparently do not supervene 

on the physical/functional states of the subject. The 

question of whether theory building in psychology ought to 

2. Here I mean state-types, of course. 
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provide an essential role for propositional attitudes will 

be separated, accordingly, into two questions. 

(i) Are there descriptions of propositional attitudes 

such that, relative to those descriptions, they are super

venient in the requisite sense? In asking this question, we 

are inquiring into the truth of a principle of individualism 

in psychology. In answering this question, I shall consider 

most prominently the suggestion that the cases typically 

adduced to show that propositional attitudes are not 

supervenient in the requisite sense employ descriptions that 

are "merely derivative" from other descriptions relative to 

which they do supervene on the physical/functional states of 

the subject. The investigation of question (i) thus will 

involve a rather extensive foray into the philosophical 

theory of content. The focus will be two major classes of 

beliefs, the so-called de re beliefs (in particular, percep

tual beliefs), and beliefs about natural kinds. Cases have 

been described in which differences in environment, 

differences in objects and kinds that the belief are about, 

yield differences in belief. One proposal that will be 

considered is based on the assumption that the best theory 

of content for de re and natural kind beliefs will require 

the postulation of modes of presentation, that is, ways that 

we have of thinking of objects and natural kinds. 
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Specifically, the proposal will be that classifica

tions of propositional attitudes that specify modes of 

presentation are classifications of them relative to which 

physical/functional replicas always share propositional 

attitudes. The evaluation of this proposal requires, first 

and foremost, evaluation of the proposal that there are 

plausible accounts of modes of presentation at all. In 

pursuing modes of presentation, I consider, within a 

propositionalist framework, individual concepts, percepts, 

and Kaplanesque "characters" for perceptual and other de re 

beliefs, and individual concepts and perceptual concepts for 

beliefs about kinds; I consider, within a "language of 

thought" framework, causal chains and conceptual roles. 

Thus, the discussion will lead us into certain areas of 

intrinsic interest to the philosopher. We 

issues that eventually must be tackled by 

quite apart from the question of the truth of 

claims in philosophy or methodological 

psychology. 

shall address 

philosophers, 

supervenience 

principles in 

(ii) Is the methodological principle true? Here, of 

of course, we are inquiring into the truth of a principle 

individualism in psychology. In examining this question, I 

shall consider various arguments that have been adduced in 

support of the principle. One argument offers the 

philosophical thesis of materialism as the crucial premise. 
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The proper evaluation of this argument will require insight 

into the relationship between individualism in philosophy 

and psychology, on the one hand, and the thesis of material

ism, 0 nth e 0 the r . \.,1 e s hall see t hat the phi los 0 phi c a I 

arguments for individualism in psychology fail, and that 

the rei s m u c h wi s do min the po sit ion t hat w ha t so r t s 0 f 

states ought to be of concern to psychologists is best 

answered by seeing what states are of concern to working 

psychologists. Thus, we shall see how the investigation of 

(ii) ultimately leads back to the question of how best to 

construe the employment of mentalistic idioms by psycholo-

gists in current theory construction. The investigation of 

questions (i) and (ii) is the primary concern of .Chapter 3. 

I shall argue that many propositional attitudes are 

irreducibly non-individualistic, and advocate a limited 

rejection of the methodological principle. 

The failure of propositional attitudes to supervene 

on the physical/functional states of the subject has not 

been the only apparently problematic feature discerned by 

philosophers vis-a-vis their incorporation into a serious 

science. Another feature that has been taken by some to be 

problematic is the context sensitivity of propositional 

attitude ascriptions. There are many ways in which an 

ascription may be context sensitive. It may be so with 

respect to its evidential status. That is, how evident it 
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is that an ascription is true is sensitive to the evidence 

presented in the context of ascription. Or, an ascription 

may be context sensitive with respect to pragmatic appropri

ateness. The pragmatic appropriateness of an ascription is 

determined by the demands of the conversation in which it 

occurs, and is separable from the question of whether it is 

true. Sometimes an utterance is true, but inappropriate 

because it implicates something that is false and important 

in the context; and sometimes an utterance is false, but 

appropriate because it implicates something that is true and 

important in the context. A third way in which an ascrip-

tion might be context sensitive is by its being the case 

that what it asserts typically is determined only relative 

to the conversational context in which it occurs. Such 

context sensitivity paradigmatically attaches to similarity 

judgments. If I utter 'The United States and Great Britain 

are similar', what I have used that sentence to say can only 

bed e t e r min e d by the con t ext i n w h ±-e-h I h a v e u t t ere d it. 

For only within the context will it be clear in what 

respect(s) I have judged the United States and Great Britain 

to be similar. The philosophers who have thought that the 

context sensitivity of propositional attitude ascriptions 

renders propositional attitudes "poor tools" for the 

construction of a scientific psychology have had the third 

sense in mind. Two questions arise in this connection. The 
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first question is whether this sort of context sensitivity 

really would present a stumbling block to the incorporation 

of propositional attitudes into psychological theories. The 

second is whether propositional attitude ascriptions really 

are context sensitive in the requisite sense. In Chapter 4, 

I shall address the first question, but the primary focus 

will be on the second. I shall argue that a recent attempt 

by Stephen Stich to substantiate the context sensitivity of 

propositional attitude ascriptions fails to take adequate 

pains to separate the third sense in which they can be 

context sensitive from the first and the second. The 

question of the role of propositional attitudes and their 

contents in future psychology is genuinely open. But that 

is a position that must be argued for, and to that task I 

now turn. 



CHAPTER 2 

CONTENTS AND PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATION 

Behaviorism has failed as a research strategy in 

psychology. 

behaviorism 

The reason for this is clear: the resources of 

simply were not rich enough. Empirical 

adequacy, it is now widely acknowledged, requires a rich 

array of relations obtaining among internal states. As a 

result of psychology's retreat from behaviorism's meager 

resources, and its subsequent appeal to internal states, 

philosophers of psychology have developed a renewed interest 

in mental contents. It is a central concern of theirs to 

determine what role, if any, contents will play in the 

forthcoming theories of behavior. The strategy is to 

discern what kind of theory psychologists will now want to 

construct, and then discern what role contents might play in 

theories of that sort. The two kinds I consider her are (i) 

what I shall call minimal functional theories, and (ii) what 

is known as propositional attitude psychology. 

In what follows, I outline these two kinds of 

theory, and show how each defines a role for contents. 

Although each kind locates a role for them, they do so in 

very different ways. We shall see that contents are 

11 
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ultimately eliminable in minimal functional theories. We 

also shall see that, although they play an apparently 

ineliminable role in propositional attitude psychology, they 

do so at an apparent cost. Propositional attitude psycho-

logy does not seem to accommodate a certain methodological 

principle, a principle of individualism in psychology (also 

known as the Principle of Psychological Autonomy) that is 

endorsed even by some of the philosophers most enamored of 

the approach. Such philosophers have two options: they can 

attempt to provide descriptions of propositional attitude 

contents that accommodate the principle, or they can reject 

the principle itself. I shall argue that the first option 

will fail, and present a case for the second. My ultimate 

conclusion will be that the question of whether contents 

will play an essential role in psychological theories is a 

genuinely open question. 

In 

2.1. The Role of Contents in Minimal 
Functional Theories 

Section 2.1, I explain how contents get 

introduced into what I shall call "minimal functional 

theories" by showing how one can appeal to propositions in 

specifying the form of such theories. Let us begin with a 

brief discussion of such theories. 
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2.1.1 Minimal Functional Theories 

What makes a minimal functional theory a functional 

theory is that it details how the states of a system are 

causally or sequentially related. l What makes it a minimal 

theory is that it construes inputs as stimulations of 

sensory surfaces, and outputs as bodily movements. There 

are at least two important reasons why psychologists would 

want to construct functional theories. If they would want 

to construct them at all, I assume that they at least would 

want to construct minimal ones. 

1. Functional theories can provide solutions to the 

black-box problem posed by human organisms. Presently 

we are in a state of relative ignorance about the nature 

of our internal states, and of the causal laws that 

govern them. It is this state of ignorance that defines 

a black-box problem: the theorist is gi ven an 

input/output system which is such that (i) the outputs 

are a function of the system's inputs, and the internal, 

physical states of the system; and (ii) the nature of 

those internal states and the laws governing them are 

unknown to the theorist. A functional theory will 

1. The definition is Loar' s. For two excellent 
discussions of functional theories, see Brian Loar, Mind and 
Meaning (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 
Chapter 3, and Stephen Schiffer, Remnants of Meaning 
(forthcoming), Chapter 2. My discussion of functional 
theories is indebted to these works. 
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postulate a certain number of internal state-types for 

the system, and detail how they are counterfactually 

related to each other, input and output in various 

1 .. 1 2 causa or transltlona ways. Functional theories thus 

can predict and explain outputs of the human organism in 

lieu of a developed neurophysical theory of its 

behavior. The predictions of such a functional theory 

would be on a par with predictions of a computer's 

outputs on the basis of knowledge of its program. Such 

predictions are forthcoming even in the absence of 

knowledge of the electrical engineering of the machine 

which would provide a comprehensive explanation of the 

machine's outputs at that level. 

2. Functional theories are appropriate to the domain of 

current psychological theorizing. Even if we had a 

developed neurophysical theory, still psychologists 

would want to construct functional theories of our 

behavior. Much of the current psychological theorizing 

takes as its domain the set of actual and possible 

2. (i) State-types stand in a counter factual causal 
relation to one another if their tokens would stand in the 
relevant causal relations to one another. (ii) That the 
relations postulated by functional theories are counterfac
tual is shown by the fact, pointed out by Loar, that it 
makes sense to give a functional theory of a machine that 
has never been turned on. (Loar, 1981, Chapter 3). 
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3 information processing systems. This implies the possi-

bility of systems which share our psychology, but not 

our physical constitution. In short, such theories do 

not take as their domain systems sharing a certain 

neurophysiology. Functional theories are desirable then 

because they abstract from the particular physical 

nature of their subjects. Functional state-types are 

multiply realizable by physical state-types. We and 

silicon-based creatures could satisfy the same 

functional theory. Because functional theories abstract 

from the particular nature of the creatures that satisfy 

them, there are reasons to desire them even beyond the 

considerations of ignorance which define a black-box 

problem. 

2.1.2 Distinguishing Psychological from 
Philosophical Versions of Functionalism 

It is important to distinguish the role functional 

properties play in psychological theories of behavior from 

the role they might play in ·philosophical theories of the 

mental. In devising a solution to a black-box problem, 

functional theories in psychology advert to functional 

properties. 

3. 
(Cambridge: 

A functional property is the ~roperty of being 

See J. A . F 0 d 0 r , ...;:;T...:..h:...:e~-:L~a=,n-!fg,":,u;;...;a:;..g~e~...;;o...;;f,--_T~h...;:;o...;;u:..J;g,,-,h..:....::...t 
Harvard University Press, 1975), Chapter 1. 



a token of a state-type with a certain functional 

The constraints on such a theory are empirical: 

16 

4 role. 

it must 

correctly summarize input-output relations, and the system's 

internal states must be related in the way stated by the 

theory. 

Philosophical functionalism, on the other hand, is a 

reductive analysis of mental phenomena. The role functional 

properties would play in such a theory is straightforward: 

mental properties such as being a pain or being a belief 

that snow is white, would be identified with functional 

properties. The constraints on such a theory are the 

familiar ones of philosophical analysis. 

The empirical adequacy of a functional theory would 

entail nothing about the truth of philosophical functional-

ism; and the falsity of philosophical functionalism would 

entail nothing about the empirical adequacy of functional 

theories. That having been said, let us return to our 

present discussion, which is concerned with functional 

theories in psychology. 

4. A functional role can be defined as any second
order property P of first-order state-types which is such 
that a state-type's having P entails that it is counterfactu
ally related in a certain way to inputs, outputs, and other 
state-types. Schiffer (forthcoming), Chapter 2. 
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of Functional Theories 
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A role for propositions in functional theories has 

been articulated recently by Brian Loar and Stephen 

Schiffer. S We begin by noticing that a functional theory 

may take the form of an existential generalization over 

internal state-types: 

( i) , (ES n ) (T ( S 1 ' , S )). 
n 

The open sentence 

(ii) T (Sl' , S ) n 

relates state-types to one another and to possible inputs 

and outputs. A functional theory might take this simple 

form of direct quantification over internal state-types, but 

it might not. It will take this simple form only if there 

is a relatively small number of internal states postulated 

by the theory. A problem is posed, however, when the theory 

m us t ass i g n fun c t ion aIr 0 1 est 0 in d e fin i tel y rna n yin t ern a 1 

6 state-types. And a functional theory of the human organism 

is patently one that must assign functional roles to 

indefinitely many internal state-types. A solution to this 

5. See note 1 above. 

6. I first learned of this problem from Schiffer 
(forthcoming), Chapter 2. 
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problem can be found in the recent work of Loar. I t is a 

solution that invokes propositions as extrinsic indices of 

functional roles. 

Loar suggests that "a person's physical properties 

are somehow structurally isomorphic to some systematic frame-

work that can be specified by mentioning propositions, their 

logical interconnections, etc." 7 The conjecture is that 

logical (and other) relations obtaining among propositions 

mirror the causal, or sequential relations obtaining among 

the system's 

isomorphism, 

internal 8 state-types. Because of 

Loar suggests, propositions can serve 

this 

as 

extrinsic indices of the functional roles of the internal 

state-types of the system. So, in specifying the form of 

the theory, we can introduce quantifiers that range over a 

relatively small number of functions that map propositions 

onto internal state-types whose functional roles are 

mirrored by the relations that their correlated propositions 

stand in to one another: 

( i) , f ». 
n 

The open sentence 

(ii) T(f
l

, , f ) 
n 

7. Loar (1981), p. 31. 

8. Loar (1981), p. 62. 
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relates functions from propositions to internal state-types 

which (provided the theory is correct) have the functional 

roles specified by the theory.9 The functional theory which 

thus employs propositions as indices is aptly dubbed a 

propositional index theory. I borrow from Schiffer the 

following illustration of a form of a theory incorporating 

an input condition, an input condition, and a condition 

relating internal states to one another: 

(iii) (Ef) (Eg) (p) (q) (r) (s) (If p is true and 

condition C
l 

obtains, then one is in f(p); if one 

is in f(q only if r) and in g(q), then one is in 

g(r); if one is in g(s) and condition C
2 

obtains, 

10 
then s becomes true). 

The theory postulates a pair of functions f and g, whose 

arguments are propositions, and whose values are internal 

state-types which (provided, again, that the theory is true) 

have the functional roles determined by the theory. The 

reader may recognize a similarity between (iii) and the 

rough and ready generalizations often offered in illustra-

tion of the so-called "belief/desire" theory of commonsense. 

However, it is not to be assumed that the functions that map 

9. Loar (1981), p. 612, Schiffer (forthcoming), 
Chapter 2, p. 13. 

10. Schiffer (forthcoming), Chapter 2, p. 11. 
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propositions onto internal state-types correspond in some 

way to belief and desire. 

2.1.4 Propositions and the 
Contents of Mental States 

One view of states such as believing, intending, 

desiring, etc. treats them as relations to propositions. If 

this view is correct, then there is a trivial sense in which 

the articulation of a role for propositions in psychological 

theories is an articulation of a role in such theories for 

the contents of propositional attitudes. But it is crucial 

to recognize that nothing that has been said so far about 

the propositional index theory provides a role in 

psychological theorizing for propositions ~ contents of 

attitudes. This follows from the fact that nothing that has 

been sa id so far explicitly provides a role for 

propositional attitudes. 

To illustrate why the propositional index theory 

does not provide a role for propositions ~ the objects of 

mental states, I appeal to Putnam's Twin Earth thought 

. 11 experlment. On Twin Earth, what is indistinguishable 

11. Hilary Putnam, "The Meaning of Meaning." In 
Mind, Language, and Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge Univers
ity Press, 1975). Later, I examine in some detail whether 
or not beliefs about natural kinds supervene on the minimal 
functional properties, and conclude that they do not. I am 
not ~ relying on intuition here. 
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under normal observable conditions from Earth water (H
2

0) is 

not water, but, so we shall say, schwater (XYZ). Among the 

similarities between Earth and Twin Earth is the existence 

on Twin Earth of a molecular duplicate of an Earthling, 

Jones. (Actually, this could not be--Jones is composed, in 

part, of H
2

0 molecules. But it is boring to point this out, 

since the examp Ie is easi ly changed.) Now Jones believes 

that water is refreshing. Intuitively, though, this is a 

belief of his that, as things are on Twin Earth, cannot be 

had by his twin. Twin Earthling Jones believes that 

schwater is refreshing. The intujtion is presumably 

grounded in the feeling that, in order to have a belief 

ascribable with the (Earth) English word 'water', one must 

have had contact with, or contact with someone else who has 

12 
had contact with water. Now, ex hypothesi, Jones and his 

twin are molecular duplicates. Since functional properties 

supervene upon the physical properties of an individual, 

12. For elaboration, see Tyler Burge, "Other 
Bodies." In A. \voodfield (Ed.), Thought and Object (Oxford: 
Oxford UniV;rsity Press, 1982). 



22 

they are functionally equivalent as well.
13 

h1hat this 

implies is that the proposition that water is refreshing, 

believed by Jones, indexes the same functional role as the 

proposition that schwater is refreshing, believed by his 

twin. Now, from the point of view of the propositional 

index theory, it is arbitrary whether we choose water is 

refreshing or schwater is refreshing as a propositional 

index of the functional role of a certain first-order 

state-type tokened in Earthlings. They are members of an 

equivalence class of propositional indices. As far as 

adequacy in indexing goes, there is no basis for choosing 

14 
among them. Due to considerations such as these, it would 

be a mistake to think that the theory yields a role for 

propositions ~ the objects of propositional attitudes. 

2.1.5 Eliminating Propositions 
from Functional Theories 

In any event, propositions are eliminable from 

functional theories. They are eliminable in as many ways as 

13. A non-minimal functional theory might advert to 
properties that one instantiates only if one is embedded in 
a particular physical environment. Such properties might 
be, broadly speaking, functional properties. Relative to 
this expanded set of functional properties, Jones and his 
twin may not be functionally equivalent. But then, there 
are other cases, such as the ones described by Burge in 
Burge, "Individualism and the Mental." In French, Uehling 
and \vettstein (Eds.), Midwest Studies in PhiJosophy, Vol. IV 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1979). 

14. Cf. Loar (1981), pp. 118-122. 
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there are equally or more suitable indices of functional 

role. There could be multiple extrinsic index theories, the 

propositional index theory being just one among many from 

which to choose. It has been conjectured by several philoso-

phers recently that the syntactic relations obtaining among 

uninterpreted sentences mirror the causal, or sequential 

relations obtaining among internal states. IS The syntactic 

approach eliminates the need for propositional indices. It 

\VO U 1 d a p pea r the nth a t the i n t ere s t p s Y c hoI 0 g i s t s h a v e i n 

providing a solution to the black-box problem posed by the 

human organism does not generate an essential role for 

mental contents in psychologial theories. First, it does 

nol generate an interest in contents ~ the contents of 

propositional attitudes. And second, insofar as their 

utility derives from their role as extrinsic indices, they 

are eliminable. In Section 2.2, I will consider a proposal 

that has quite different implications for the role of 

contents in developing psychological theories. 

2.2 Folk Psychology 

There is no denying that we have a considerable 

capacity for predicting and explaining the behavior of our 

fellows. We are also fairly successful at predicting their 

IS. See Stephen Stich, From Folk Psychology to 
Cognitive Science (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1983), Chapter 8. 
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mental states. So, for example, when a normal, sighted 

person is observationally related to certain states of 

affairs in the world, and is attentive and has his eyes wide 

open, we are able to predict that he will perceive the state 

of affairs, and come to believe that it obtains. We may 

even be able to predict certain other responses. For 

instance, we may predict that his belief that the state of 

affairs obtains will cause him joy, 

will react behaviorally in certain 

or sadness, and that he 

of ways. And then, 

course, we can explain his overt behavior in terms of 

relations that obtain among his mental states. 

is commonplace. 

All of this 

Some philosophers have concluded from these familiar 

facts that there is a folk theory, an informal but rich 

array of generalizations that are, in some sense, at our 

command when we predict and explain the behavior and mental 

states of others. Some have suggested that this folk theory 

would be useful in various ways in the construction of the 

new psychological theories. 

follows. 

A prominent suggestion is as 

The idea is that there is a rich and more or less 

correct system of rough and ready generalizations to be 

gleaned from the folk practice of predicting and explaining 

the behavior of their fellows. Now, it seems to be a 

plausible methodological principle that if psychologists 
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have a rich resource to draw upon, then they ought to draw 

upon it. Of course, one way for psychologists to draw upon 

folk psychology would be for them to incorporate folk 

generalizations and descriptions into their own theorizing, 

and attempt to refine those generalizations by subjecting 

them to the rigors of experimental methods. The desi red 

outcome would be a well-conceived and empirically supported 

propositional attitude psychology. Thus, Jerry Fodor 

observes: 

I assume that what we want and what a successful 
cognitive science ought to give us is a 
propositional attitude psychology proposi-
tional attitudes are the constructs in terms of 
which the theory elaborates its typical explana
tions; much of what the theory explains, it explains 
by reference to proce~~es in which propositional 
attitudes are involved .. 

Elsewhere he says: "[O]ur attempts at a serious cognitive 

psychology are founded in the hope that [the kind of 

generalization found in folk theory] can be systematized and 

d
. 17 rna e rlgorous. 

If indeed psychologists will want to incorporate the 

generalizations and descriptions of folk psychology into 

their own theories, then a role apparently is assured for 

contents ~ the contents of propositional attitudes. This 

16. J. A. Fodor, "Narrow Content and Meaning Holism" 
(forthcoming), p. 2. 

17. Jerry Fodor, Representations (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1981), pp. 25-26. 
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is made evident by the fact that folk explanations make 

explicit appeal to propositional attitudes contents as such, 

as in the following example taken from Jerry Fodor: 

So: just why did Sutton stick up the bank? Heaven 
knows what the-Whole story was, but its plausible 
that the following were contributing causes: his 
belief that the bank was where they kept the money; 
his belief that a stick-up might effect an efficient 
transfer of the funds; his beli.ef (/hope) that this 
particular bank on this particular occasion could be 
stuck up with only a negligible (/minimat~ 
acceptable) risk of getting caught. And so forth. 

Again I quote Fodor: "The paradigm situation--the grist for 

the cognitivist's mill--is the one where propositional 

attitudes interact causally and do so in virtue of their 

19 content." Hhat does it mean to say that propositional 

attitudes interact causally "in virtue of" their contents? 

Fodor does not tell us, and it is not altogether clear that 

there is an adequate answer. At any rate, what does seem 

clear is that Fodor views contents ~ the contents of 

propositional attitudes to be an ineliminable ingredient in 

propositional attitude explanations. Before turning to some 

central questions about this conception, I should point out 

that Fodor is not alone in his sympathies. For instance, 

Tyler Burge makes the following remarks about how he 

assesses the actual current scene in psychology: 

Monist 

18. Fodor (forthcoming), p. 5. 

19. J. A. 
(1978) 61, p. 

Fodor, 
505. 

"Propositional Attitudes," The 



I am assuming that [psychology] seeks to refine, 
deepen, generalize and systematize some of the state
ments of informed common sense about people's mental 
activity. It accepts, for example, that people see 
physical objects with certain shapes, textures, and 
hues, and in certain spatial relations under certain 
specified conditions. And it attempts to explain in 
more depth what people do when they see such things, 
and how their doing it is done. Psychology accepts 
that people remember events and truths, that they 
categorize objects, that they draw inferences, that 
they act on beliefs and preferences In 
describing and, at least partly, in explaining these 
activities and abilities, psychology makes genuine 
use of interpreted that-clauses--what we might 
loosely call "propositional content." I have seen 
no sound reason to bel ieve that this use is merely 
heuristic, i~otrumentalistic, or second class in any 
other sense. 

2.2.1 Are Propositional Attitude 
Explanations Problematic? 

27 

There is supposed to be a problem with the idea that 

psychologists will want to incorporate folk explanations 

into their own theories. The problematic feature of those 

explanations is supposed to be that the states they 

describe, propositional attitudes, do not supervene on the 

physical/functional constitution of the believer. One way 

of cashing out and expanding this latter claim is to say 

that indiscernibility with respect to chemical, neural, 

behavioral or functional histories does not entail 

20. Tyler Burge, "Individualism and Psychology," 
Read at Sloan Conference, MIT, 1984. See pp. 5-6. 
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indiscernibility with respect to propositional attitudes.
21 

Two subjects may be in the identical chemical, neural or 

functional states while differing in their beliefs, desires, 

etc. Why would this be a problematic feature? It would be 

a problematic feature if one accepts a certain 

methodological principle, and accepts that folk explanations 

fall within its purview. The principle is a principle of 

individualism in 
22 psychology. I say a principle of 

individualism because there are two, one stronger than the 

other. The strong principle is a reductive one, and will 

not be our concern. The weak principle is a principle of 

supervenience and is displayed in [P]: 

[P] Psychology's theoretical states or properties or pro-

cesses ought to supervene on the subject's chemical, 

neural, behavioral, and functional histories, where 

these histories are specified non-intentionally and 

in a way that is independent of physical or social 

conditions outside the individual's body.23 

21. Jaegwen Kim, "Supervenience and Nomological 
Incommensurables," American Philosophical Quarterly, 15 
(1978), passim, and Stephen Stich, "Confessions of a Rugged 
Individualist," Read at Sloan Conference, MIT, 1984. See 
p. 4. 

taken 
employ 
Burge, 

22. The term, as well as the principles below, are 
from Burge (1984). In stating the principles, I 
a for m u 1 at· ion t hat i san a mal gam 0 f a quo t e fro m 
p. 2. and a quote from Stich (1984), p. 4. 

23. See preceding note. 
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Now, two questions have dominated the debate over the 

incorporation of folk generalizations and descriptions in 

scientific psychological theories. The two questions are 

(i) and (ii): (i) Is [P) true? (ii) Do folk explanations 

(as the recent Putnam and Burge thought experiments were in 

part 

that 

designed to show) really employ descriptions of states 

do not supervene on the physical/functional histories 

of the organism? (The qualification--where these histories 

are specified non-intentionally and in a way that is 

independent of physical or social conditions outside the 

individual's body--will be left implicit.) In what follows, 

I shall examine these two questions, beginning with the 

latter. 

2.2.2 The Non-supervenience Thesis 

I shall consider question (ii) first. Later, I 

shall consider in some detail the question of the truth of 

[P), but in the meantime I can give the intuitive, though 

vague, reason for its vague, intuitive appeal. The most 

intuitive reason for endorsing [P) is that it seems that the 

only states that could count as explanatory states in 

psychology are those that are, or are determined by, "what's 

in the head." Thus, any state that is individuated even 

partly in terms of items "outside" the head are individuated 

in the wrong way. Two states that can di ffer from another 

sol ely b y vir t u e 0 f e x pIa nat 0 r i I Y ,i n e rtf eat u res are not 
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psychological states, 

motivation for [P] is 

properly so-called. This gloss of the 

hardly adequate, but for now I wish 

only to suggest to the uninitiated 'vhy someone would want to 

hold a principle like [P]. That having been tended to, let 

us turn to our immediate topic. It is one I take to be 

interesting quite apart from the truth of methodological 

principles in psychology, since it occasions a foray into 

the theory of content, a topic of intrinsic interest to the 

philosopher. 

So then, do beliefs and desires supervene on our 

physical/functional constitutions? The sorts of cases that 

seem to show that they do not are often the sorts of cases 

that are advanced against functionalist theories of content, 

since the cases that show that content does not reduce to 

functional role do so by showing that content does not even 

supervene on functional role. At last three sorts of cases 

seem to show that having a belief with a certain content 

does not supervene on the physical/functional states of the 

believer. 

1. De re beliefs and differences in physical environ

ment. Jones has a belief, a perceptual belief we 

might suppose, about some cup that that cup is 

cracked. His twin has a belief, a perceptual 

belief, about some Twin Earth cup that that cup is 

cracked. Now, on the face of it, these are 
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different beliefs. Such beliefs are apparently 

individuated, at least in part, by reference to the 

objects the beliefs are about. But, if so, then 

would seem clear that two functional/physical 

identicals can diverge in their beliefs. 

2. Natural kind beliefs and differences in physical 

3. 

environment. Jones believes that water is refresh-

ing. As things are on Twin Earth, this is a belief 

that cannot be tokened in his twin. Rather, Twin 

Jones believes that schwater is refreshing. This 

case is rather like case 1. This time the beliefs 

are individuated, in part, by reference to the kinds 

the beliefs are about. Since the beliefs are about 

different kinds, they are different beliefs. Yet, 

again, Jones and his twin are neurophysically and 

functionally the same. 

Beliefs and differences in linguistic conventions. 

The sorts of case I have in mind here are, of 

course, the sorts of case Burge has described. 

Since I shall have recourse to Burge's thought 

experiments on a number of occasions, I shall fix 

intuitions by refreshing the reader on such cases by 

presenting Burge's leading case in some detail. 

Burge has presented cases 

the contents of many of 

purporting to show that 

our beliefs are somehow 
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fixed by the linguistic communities in which we are 

members. Our beliefs can be shaped, as it were, by 

the way in which others use certain terms in our 

language. In his leading case, we are first to 

suppose that: 

A given person has a large number of attitudes 
commonly attributed with content clauses containing 
'arthritis' in oblique occurrence. For example, he 
t h ink s ( cor r e c t 1 Y ) t hat he has ha dar t h r i tis for 
years, that his arthritis in his wrists and fingers 
is more painful than his arthritis in his ankles, 
that it is better to have arthritis than cancer of 
the liver, that stiffening joints is a symptom of 
arthritis, that certain sorts of aches are character
istic of arthritis, that there are various kinds of 
arthritis, and so forth. In short, he has a wide 
range of such attitudes. In addition to these 
unsurprising attitudes, he thinks f~4sely that he 
has developed arthritis in his thigh. 

The patient reports his fear to his doctor, is cor-

rected, and relinquishes the belief. We now proceed 

to the second step of the thought experiment. 

The second step of the thought experiment 
consists of a counterfactual supposition. We are to 
conceive of a situation in which the patient 
proceeds from birth through the same course of 
physical events that he actually does, right to and 
including the time at which he first reports his 
fear to his doctor \\Ie further imagine that 
the patient's non-intentional, phenomenal experience 
is the same. He has the same pains, visual fields, 
images, and internal verbal rehearsals. The 
counterfactuality in the supposition touches only 
the patient's social environment. [I]n our imag
ined case, physicians, lexicographers, and informed 

24. Burge (1979), p. 77. 



laymen apply 'arthritis I not only to arthritis but 
to various other rheumatoid ailments. The standard 
use 0 f the t e r m is to b ~ 5c 0 n c e i ve d toe nco m pas s the 
patient's actual misuse. 

33 

The final step interprets the counterfactual case, 

thus: "In the counterfactual situation, the patient 

lacks some--probably all--of the attitudes commonly 

attributed with content causes containing 'arthri-

tis' in oblique occurrence." 26 As Bur ge observes, 

"It is hard to see how the patient could have picked 

up the notion of arthritis. The word 'arthritis' in 

the counter factual community does not mean arthritis 

. We suppose that no other word in the patient's 

repertoire means arthritis.,,27 When we ascribe 

content to the states of the patient relative to the 

counter factual situation, our ascriptions, says 

Burge, "would not constitute attributions of the 

25. Burge (1979), p. 78. 

26. Burge (1979), p. 78. 

27. Burge (1979), p. 79. Burge notes that "it is 
hard to see how the patient could have picked up the notion 
of arthritis." Pollock, in John Pollock, Language and 
Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 
passim, would suggest that 'arthritis' denotes an attri
bute, and not a concept, where the latter is understood 
roughly as a way of having a thought about the attribute. 
Burge himself handles proposals to the effect that what is 
in the patient's mind remains constant, and I consider 
related proposals for the other cases below. 
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same contents we actually attribute.,,28 Burge 

concludes: "However we describe the patient's 

attitudes in the counterfactual situation, it will 

not be with a term or phrase extensionally 

equivalent with 'arthritis' . So, the pa t ien t ' s 

counter factual attitude contents differ from his 

actual ones.,,29 \v hat the Bur g e cas e s u g g est sis 

th~t (at least some) propositional attitude contents 

are what they are (at least in part) by virtue of 

factors that lie "outside" a person "considered as 

an isolated physical organism, causal mechanism, or 

seat of . ,,30 conSCIousness. In the case at hand, the 

factors in question involve the use of a certain 

term 'arthritis' in the linguistic community. 

These sorts of cases are often taken to show that 

folk explanations do indeed employ descriptions of states 

that do not supervene on the subject's physical/functional 

states. Actually though, what they show is that certain 

beliefs are not supervenient on those states relative to 

28. Burge (1979), p. 79. 

29. Burge (1979), p. 78-79. To 
that more plausible reinterpretations of 
situation are easy to come by, I commend 
criticisms of his potential detractors 
article) . 

30. Burge (1979), p. 77. 

those who suppose 
the counter factual 
Burge's extensive 

(see the cited 
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certain descriptions of those states. States can admit 

simultaneously of various descriptions, and so the 

possibility remains that there are other descriptions of 

those beliefs relative to their contents and relative to 

which having them does supervene on the physical/functional 

states of the believer. Moreover, since states admit 

simultaneously of various descriptions, the possibility 

remains that the folk, in offering their explanations, 

simultaneously describe propositional attitudes in various 

ways. But then this opens up the possibility that any folk 

explanation that employs descriptions of belief states 

relative to which those states do not supervene on the 

physical/functional states of the believer simultaneously 

employs descriptions of belief states relative to which they 

do supervene on the physical/functional states of the 

believer. 

What cases 1-4 have in common is that the difference 

in propositional attitude is owed to different contextual 

factors, broadly construed. So, the thought occurs that 

there might be descriptions of the beliefs ascribed relative 

to which having those beliefs does supervene on the 

physical/functional states of the believers, and such that 

those descriptions, when ta ken in conjunction with 

statement of the relevant contextual facts, entail the 

descriptions relative to which having those beliefs does not 
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supervene on the physical/functional states of the 

believers. Let us call, following Schiffer, a description 

of a propositional attitude a description relative to its 

complete contents if and only if that description does not 

derive from any other description of it. Now, it seems that 

if the complete contents of propositional attitudes do 

supervene on physical/functional properties, then on any 

reasonable application of [P], the states of folk psychology 

are in accord with it. That is, even if [P] is true, it 

does not seem that propositional attitudes ought to be ruled 

out as explanatory states in psychology simply because they 

have, as one might say, merely derivative descriptions 

relative to which they do not supervene on "what's in the 

head." This is especially so if folk explanations them

selves are geared toward complete contents, which, as we 

shall see later, they do appear to be. 

Why think that the complete contents of proposi

tional attitudes might supervene on "what's in the head?" 

After all, if "derivative" content does not do so, then it 

is not reasonable to expect the same for complete content? 

Not necessarily. Consider de re beliefs. The reason we 

gave for why such beliefs do not supervene on physical/ 

functional sLates is that such beliefs have descriptions 

relative to which they are individuated in part in terms of 

the objects the beliefs are about. This fact is tied rather 
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ultimately to the fact that we can ascribe such beliefs with 

ascriptions wherein we ourselves refer to the objects of 

belief. There is a possibility, however, that the complete 

contents of such beliefs could be specified without 

referring to the objects that the beliefs are about.
31 

Such 

specifications might refer only to the way the subject has 

of thinking of the object, a mode of presentation, and the 

property that the subject ascribes to whatever object is 

presented by the mode of presentation employed in the 

belief. But, if the complete contents of de re beliefs 

could be specified without referring to the objects they are 

about, then it seems that we could have descriptions of 

those beliefs, relative to \"hich they are not individuated 

with respect to those objects, but only with respect to the 

way in which they are presented and what is believed of 

them, presented in that way. Perhaps then, we have the 

makings of a proposal. 

[S] (i) The descriptions of propositional attitudes 

typically adduced to show that they do not supervene 

on the physical/functional states of the subject 

derive from descriptions of them that specify their 

31. In which case, de re 
reducibly de re, on one way of 
Stephen Schiffer, "The Basis 
(1978), 13, pp. 171-206. 

beliefs could be said to be 
defining reduciblity. See 
of Reference," Erkenntnis 
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complete contents, taken in conjunction with certain 

contextual facts, and (ii) propositional attitudes, 

when individuated with respect to their complete 

contents, supervene on the physical/functional 

f h b . 32 
states 0 t e su Ject. 

The proposal appears somewhat promising as a result of their 

being some reason to think that there must be modes of 

presentation anyway. Let us see what there is to be said 

for modes of presentation. 

Suppose that Mary observes George performing a good 

deed, and forms the belief that George is virtuous. Within 

a propositional framework, which I adopt for convenience, we 

may say that Mary's belief has a description as a belief 

relation (there may be more than one) to a certain singular 

proposition containing George and the property of being 

virtuous, a proposition we can represent by (1). 

1. <being virtuous, George> 

This proposition is one that is true in a world w just in 

case George is virtuous in w. But, now· a 1 s 0 sup p 0 set hat 

Mary again observes George, but fails to recognize him as 

32. The proposal, as we shall later see, will have 
to have qualified in a way that allows for differences in 
believers and times. We shall also see that the qualified 
vesion would comport with the motivation for [Pl. 
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the same man she saw performing a good deed. This time Mary 

observes George performing a wicked deed, and forms the 

belief that he is wicked, or non-virtuous. Then we may say 

that this belief of Mary's has a description as a belief 

relation to a proposition we can represent by (2). 

2. <being non-virtuous, George> 

Now, many philosophers have thought that the only way to 

preserve these descriptions without imputing irrationality 

to a ratiollal Mary or flatly contradicting ourselves is to 

suppose that the descriptions of Mary's beliefs as relations 

to (1) and (2) must derive from descriptions of them as 

belief relations to propositions that contain different ways 

Mary has of thinking of George, taken in conjunction with 

certain contextual facts. Mary can rationally believe 

George to be virtuous under one mode of presentation m, 

while believing him to be non-virtuous under a different 

mode of presentation 

determine Mary's belief 

m. ' The 

relations to 

contextual 

(1) and (2) 

facts that 

consist in 

George's being the object presented by both m and m'. 

Though there is some intuitive understanding here, we can 

regard the term 'mode of presentation' as der.oting that 

aspect of a rational believer's belief content that accounts 

for the bel iever' s satisfaction of constraints on minimal 

rationality. 
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So, it is good news for those who would hold [S] 

that the introduction of modes of presentation is indepen-

dently motivated. Before examining [S) in some detail, let 

us see how one might connect up the preceding discussion 

with folk explanations. Folk explanations proceed in terms 

propositional attitude ascriptions, so what we want is a way 

to connect up descriptions of propositional attitudes that 

make reference to modes of presentation with typical proposi-

tional attitude ascriptions. One suggestion for this has 

been made by Schiffer. The suggestion is that a 

propositional attitude sentence "contains an implicit 

indexical component requiring reference to a mode of presen-

t · t f d f . ,,33 atlon or ype 0 mo e 0 presentatIon. The idea is that 

sentences like (-3) do not "~ sentence-type and apart froPl 

context, .. " 34 express a propOSItIon. 

3. Quine is believed by Ralph to be a mystic. 

Rather, according to Schiffer: 

[O]ne utterance of [(3)] may be true only if Ralph 
believes Quine to be a mystic under the mode of 
presentation author of The Hays of Paradox, whi Ie 
another utterance of this sentence, by the same or a 
different speaker, may be true only if Ralph 
believes Quine to be a mystic under the mode of 

33. Stephen Schiffer, "Naming and Knowing," In 
French, Uehling and Wettstein (Eds.), Contemporary 
Perspectives in the Philsophv of Language (Minneapolis, 
University of Minnesota Pres, 1979). See p 64. 

34. Schiffer (1979), p. 64. 



presentation man seen by Ralph sitting in a lotus 
position. What mode of presentation or type of mode 
of presentation the speaker means will be inferred, 
by the hearer, on the basis of (a) the sentence 
uttered, and (b) the mutual knowledge the speaker 
and hearer have about what modes of presentation 
would be relevant to their present concerns, and 
what one 35 the speaker is likely to know the believer 
to have. 
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Perhaps then folk explanations do at least implicitly con-

tain references to modes or types of modes of presentation. 

There are two questions that must be answered in 

evaluating [S], where complete content specifications are 

taken to be ones that (at Ie a s t ) specify mo des of 

presentation. The first is whether there are plausible 

accounts of modes of presentation for the sorts of beliefs 

displayed in cases 1-4. The second is whether, given that 

there are such accounts, the y yield descriptions of 

propositional attitudes relative to which they supervene on 

the physical/functional states of the believer. These 

questions, as well as the further question of the truth of 

[P] comprise the topic of the next chapter. There also will 

be occasions to bring our discussion of minimal functional 

theories to bear on the issues that will arise. 

35. Schiffer (1979), pp. 64-5. 



CHAPTER 3 

INDIVIDUALISM AND FOLK PSYCHOLOGY 

In this chapter, I shall ask two basic questions. 

First, are there descriptions of propositional attitudes 

that support the principle [S] of the previous chapter. 

Secondly, is the principle [P] of the previous chapter true? 

In what follows, I shall argue that the attempt to specify 

descriptions of propositional attitudes that give us reason 

to believe [S] is very unlikely to succeed. I shall urge 

instead that, if the provision of an essential role for 

propositional attitude contents in psychological theories is 

to be kept a genuinely open question, then [P] must be 

denied. I shall end the chapter by suggesting a way of 

denying [P]. Meanwhile, we can begin our quest for complete 

contents of propositional attitudes that supervene on the 

physical/functional states of the subject. 

3.1 Modes of Presentation: 
The Description Theory 

The description theory is perhaps the best known 

account of modes of presentation. According to this theory, 

in order for a person to think of an individual x, it must 

be the case that (i) there is some description F such that 

42 
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the person thinks of x under the individual concept the F, 

and (ii) x is the F.l (The individual concept the F can be 

thought of as the property of uniquely exemplifying the 

property F.) Description theorists might disagree about 

what other conditions, if any, should be added to this 

account; but at least these two conditions are taken to be 

necessary by description theorists in general. 

A general problem with the description theory is 

that it attributes too much content to many of our proposi-

tional attitudes; it is overly intellectualized. Thus, the 

theory fails to be the general account that it purports to 

be. The theory has particular difficulty with perceptual 

beliefs, the specific sort of belief alluded to in case 1. 

Perceptual beliefs are very roughly characterized as ones 

arising more or less directly from perception. I shall 

focus on perceptual beliefs and natural kind beliefs in my 

critique. As for the focus on perceptual beliefs, it is 

quite deliberate--perceptual beliefs are taken by many to be 

paradigms of nondescriptive and, as they say, demonstrative 

thought. 

So, let us describe in more detail Jones' perceptual 

belief in case 1. \Ye suppose that Jones is looking at an 

object that he takes to be a cup, and notes that it is 

1. See Schiffer (1978). Possible exceptions 
involve thinking of oneself or the present time. 
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cracked. What are some candidate individual concepts under 

which Jones might believe that the object is cracked? Well, 

we said that Jones takes the thing to be a cup. So then it 

is a natural suggestion (provided that one is a description 

theorist from the outset) that Jones is thinking of the 

object in terms of the concept the cup now before me. 

So, perhaps Jones' belief can be described as a one 

in which Jones ascribes being cracked to an object which he 

thinks of in terms of the fact that it is the only cup 

before him at that time. Now, strictly speaking, we still 

do not have a description of Jones' belief relative to which 

indiscernibility with respect to Jones' physical/functional 

properties entails indiscernibility with respect to the 

property of having that belief. For, a physical/functional 

replica of Jones, placed in the setting of Jones' belief, 

would not be thinking of an object in terms of the fact that 

it is the only cup before Jones at that time. But, here we 

would do well to bear in mind that the (albeit vague) 

motivation for [P] in the first place is that somehow 

intuitively, all that could count as an explanatory state in 

psychology is something that is somehow "inside the head," 

and so, considered in this light, what the [P] thesis is 

designed to preclude is the individuation of psychological 

states by reference to items "outside the head" of the 

subject. It is consonant with this desideratum that a 
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specification of the subject's physical/functional states, 

together with a specification of the subject and a time will 

determine the complete contents of the subject's beliefs at 

that time. With this in mind, we should interpret [S] in 

such a way that Jones' belief that the cup now before him is 

cracked and his replica's belief that the cup ~ before him 

is cracked would not fail to be type-identical beliefs 

solely in virtue of the fact that they are different 

believers holding beliefs at perhaps different times. 

If Jones does indeed think of the object as the cup 

now before him, then perhaps the description of his state 

relative to its complete content does supervene on his 

physical/functional . 2 propertles. Notice that this descrip-

tion of Jones' belief yields the description of his belief 

as a belief relation to the singular proposition containing 

being cracked and his belief is about. From the description 

of his belief as one wherein he describes being cracked to 

whatever object he thinks of under the property the cup now 

before me, taken in conjunction with the contextual fact 

that a particular cup ~ is the only cup before him, we can 

deduce (within a propositionalist framework) that Jones is 

belief related to a singular proposition containing ~ and 

2. At least there might not be a failure of super
venience due to the fact that the belief can be individu
ated in part by the particular the belief is about, which is 
the concern in case 1. 
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being cracked. Simi larly, the description of his twin's 

belief as one wherein he ascribes being cracked to an object 

which he thinks of in terms of fact that it is the cup 

before him, taken in conjunction with the contextual fact 

that a particular cup c' is the only cup before him, yields 

the description of his belief as a belief relation to a 

singular proposition containing c' and being cracked. 
, 

So far, so good. But let us change the scenario in 

a small way. The objects which Jones and his twin take to 

be cups are not really cups, but solid (i.e., "filled in") 

objects which are easily mistaken for cups. In this 

scenario, Jones cannot think of the object in terms of the 

individual concept the cup now before me. Condition (ii) of 

the des c rip t j. 0 nth e 0 r y r e qui res t hat the 0 b j e c t e x e m p 1 i f y 

the concept under which one is thinking of it. Thus, the 

object must be a cup in order for Jones to think of it in 

terms of the individual concept the cup now before me. The 

suggestion that Jones is thinking of the object in terms of 

the concept the object now before me is a quick solution to 

the particular difficulty. But clearly this will not 

suffice either since, according to the descrjption theorist 

the mode of presentation relation is a function, and we may 

suppose that there are many objects before Ralph. 

The description theorist might continue to take his 

cue from the fact that Jones takes the object to be a cup, 
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and suggest that Ralph believes it to be cracked under the 

concept the only object now appearing to me to be a cup, the 

sort of concept Schiffer offered in his defense of the 

description 3 theory. Here though the description theory 

will conflict rather dramatically with the phenomenology of 

perceptual belief. \v hen lin t r 0 s p e c ton t y pic a 1 cas e s 0 f 

perceptual belief, I do not detect a belief with a content 

quite so elaborate as this proposal would suggest for Jones' 

belief. In forming a perceptual belief, objects, of course, 

do appear to us in various ways. But in paradigmatic cases 

it seems that we do not take explicit note of that fact. At 

any rate, it seems clear that Jones can be in the state of, 

so to speak, being appeared to cuply, without explicitly 

noticing that he is in that state. The concept of an object 

appearing to one to be a cup need not be employed in 

thinking of an object, and would not even be available if 

the believer were to lack the concept of appearing. 4 In the 

attempt to provide a concept that uniquely applies to the 

object of a perceptual belief when that object is not what 

it appears to be, the description theorist is all but forced 

to appeal to one that results in a psychologically 

3. Schiffer (1978). 

4. Kent Bach, "De re Belief and Methodological 
Sol i pis m . " I n A . \v 0 0 d fie 1 d ( Ed. ), Tho ugh tan d 0 b j e c t 
(Oxford University Press) and Christopher Peacock, "Demon
strative Thought," Synthese (1981), 49. 
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unrealistic account of that sort of belief, or at best one 

that results in a psychologically unrealistic account of 

certain cases that we can contrtve by imagining certain 

deficiencies in the believer I s conceptual repertoire. At 

least in some cases then, the theorist will eventually 

attribute too much content to a thought in order to secure 

its referent. 

The problem of providing appropriate individual 

concepts is also acute in cases in which the believer is 

presented with an array of qualitatively identical objects. 

Suppose a person s is confronted with an array of 

qualitatively indistinguishable cups, and that S is thinking 

of just one of them. The challenge to the description 

theorist is to specify a descripti.on that selects the 

particular cup about which S is thinking. Schiffer once 

proposed that an individual concept which S might employ is 

the only object to which I am now attending. 5 This reply js 

subject to the objections of the preceding paragraph. The 

proposal conflicts with the phenomenology of paradigm 

instances of perceptual beliefs. And at any rate, it at 

least seems clear that S needn It think of the cup in terms 

of the individual concept cited. Brian Loar though has 

5. Schi.ffer (1978), p. 196. 
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chosen a different strategy for objecting to Schiffer's 

proposal. 

Loar has responded to Schiffer's question by askjng 

what then would make it true of the particular cup that S is 

attending to it? The answer that one can attend to an 

object without a mediating description leads us to wonder 

why S can attend to an object and yet cannot believe 

something of it in such a way. On the other hand, the 

answer that attending is always via the satisfaction of a 

description only rejnstates the challenge, since the 

description theorist owes us yet another description that 

explains why the cup in question is the object of S's 

6 thought. And the theorist owes us one that does not run 

afoul of psychological plausibility by attributing too much 

content to the belief state. It is a challenge that I doubt 

can be met. 

Another difficult case for the description theory, 

this time involving certain kinds of memory beliefs derived 

from perception, is described by Schiffer himself. 

[T]he following sort of situation is not uncommon. 
There is a man whom you met; you do not remember the 
time or place of the meeting, not anything truly 
distinctive about him, not even his name. Yet you 
do retain a dim memory image of the man, although 
not one rich enough in detail to yield an identify
ing description. Nevertheless, you are tempted to 

6. Loar (1981), p. 104. 



credit yourself with beliefs about this perso~; 
perhaps you remember that he had a pleasant smile. 
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Schiffer asks, "Is this really a counterexample?" Schiffer 

proceeds: 

You could not be said to have knowledge of the man 
if you did not know that there was just one person 
such that your image was a memory image of him; but 
this is just to say that your knowledge of the man 
is under the individual §oncept the person your 
image is a memory image of. 

I shall not evaluate this proposal as it might apply to 

psychologists, philosophers, and other reflective adults. 

However, the situation described, if it is "not uncommon" 

for adults, is certainly not uncommon for young children, 

but what I think is uncommon is for young children to have 

the conceptual sophistication to 

individual concept Schiffer here 

employ 

9 suggests. 

the kind of 

Agai.n, the 

description theory appears overly intellectualized. As the 

complaint is really often heard, I shall not continue to 

press the point here. 

7. Schiffer (1978), p. 197. 

8. Schiffer (1978), p. 197. 

9. I should note that Schiffer has since abandoned 
the description theory, and now regards these kinds of cases 
as problematic for the view. See Schiffer (forthcoming), 
Chapter 3. 
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It is tempting to think that in such cases the 

description theory puts the cart before the 10 horse. The 

reason that we are in a position to attribute properties 

like being cracked or being a cup to things that we perceive 

is that the perceived objects are already presented to us in 

perception. Perhaps this suggests that modes of presenta

tion for at least perceived particulars are percepts, either 

types or tokens. This idea is that it is a mistake, in the 

case of perceptual beliefs, to look for a mode of 

presentation that results from perception. Let us consider 

this proposal. 

3.2 Percepts as Modes of Presentation 

Notice that a certain refinement is in order as 

regards how much of a perceptual event should be included in 

the percepts that are to be the modes of presentation for 

perceptual beliefs. In any given perceptual event, many 

objects typically are perceived. In "zeroing in" on the 

object Ralph is thinking about, the theorist presumably will 

include in the mode of presentation only a relevant portion 

of the perceptual event. This seems fair enough, since (as 

Pollock (in conversation) has stressed in this connection) 

10. Cf. Bach (1981), p. 143, Peacocke (1981), 
p. 2 09 . 
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portions of perceptual events are evidently compartmental-

ized into discrete, conceptualized units. Presumably then, 

the percepts, either types or tokens, that are to be our 

modes of presentation in perceptual beliefs will consist of 

discrete, conceptualized unit-types or tokens. 

Now, it seems clear that percept-types, in and of 

themselves, cannot serve as modes of presentation. Recall 

that the term 'mode of presentation' was introduced for that 

aspect of a minimally rational believer's belief content 

that accounts for the believer's satisfaction of constraints 

on minimal rationality. In particular, modes of presenta-

tion were introduced as a result of the conviction that the 

description of a maximally rational believer's beliefs, 

relative to their complete contents, \yOu 1 d yield 

inconsistent contents for those beliefs. But now suppose 

that modes of presentation are taken to be percept-types. 

The problem, as Loar has pointed 11 . 
out, 1S that a maxiJTlally 

rational believer, on a given perceptual occasion, can 

believe an object to have a property F, and then, on another 

type-identical perceptual occasion, on which the believer 

fails to recognize that object as the object of his earlier 

belief (which he has retained), believe the object to be 

not-F. Loar's own solution is that percept-tokens are modes 

11. Loar (1981), p. 99. 
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f 0 f b 1 0 f bOd 0 1 12 o presentatIon or e Ie s a out perceIve partlcu ars. 

Loar supposes that one cannot rationally both believe an 

object to have a property F and believe it to have the 

property not-F under the same percept-token. In this way, 

percept-tokens are supposed to serve a content theorist 

better than percept-types. 

Is it clear that percept-tokens, in and of 

themselves, can be that aspect of a perceptual belief that 

accounts for a rational believer's satisfaction of 

constraints on minimal rationality? It is not so clear, 

precisely because it is not clear whether percept-tokens can 

be said to persist across moments of time, and if so, to 

what extent. Suppose that they do. Then it presumably 

would be possible for a single percept-token to present two 

distinct objects, since one moment one could be perceiving 

one object, while perceiving a distinct, but qualitatively 

identical object the next (and this perhaps as a result of a 

surreptitious switch by an Evil Demon or clever magician). 

But now for the o 13 scenarIO. Suppose that one day as I am 

perceiving an apple, I take myself to be a victim of a 

clever magician who is in the habit of switching rotten 

apples for wholesome ones. One moment I think that that ---

12. Loar (1981), p. 99. 

13. Another one owed to Stephen Schiffer. 
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apple is wholesome, while the next moment, without 

relinquishing the belief I just formed, I thin k t hat t hat. ---

apple is not wholesome. Given my suspicions, there is 

nothing irrational in what I believe. Yet, we are to 

suppose that the suspected switch has not in fact taken 

place; my beliefs, it turns out, are about one the same 

apple. Then, it would appear that I can (rationally) 

believe the apple to be wholesome and the very same apple 

(which I "fail to recognize") to be unwholesome under the 

same percept-token. But this shows that, relative to the 

assumption that percept-tokens can persist across moments of 

time, a percept-token cannot be the mode of presentation 

under which I am thinking of the apple in the several 

seconds th~t have elapsed in the scenario. 

There is, I admit, a serious lack of clarity Hith 

respect to the question of whether, or to what extent, 

percept-tokens may be said to persist across moments of 

ti me. But, the lack of clarity is not in this case benign, 

since it is such that its resolution is critical to the 

success of the proposal, at least as it is now stated. At 

any rate, there is obviously much more than we need to be 

told before we ca n accept percept-tokens, in an d of 

themselves, as part of a clear and promising proposal for 

modes of presentation. 



55 

Now, what these objections really show is that a 

proposal of either percept-tokens or types, ta ken by 

themselves, is inadequate. Perhaps the argument from the 

imputation of irrationality to maximally rational believers 

can be side-stepped by including times in the mode of 

presentation for perceptual beliefs. So, perhaps modes of 

presentation for perceived particulars are percepts, either 

types or tokens, at a time. 

There is, though, another objection to the view that 

percept-tokens are modes of presentation for perceptual 

beliefs, and though there is a response to it, that response 

points the way to serious questi6ns about the suitability of 

either percept-tokens or tokens, even when coupled with a 

time, as modes of presentation for perceptual beliefs. The 

objection derives from Schiffer: 

one cannot simply ~ that percept-tokens are 
constituents of belief contents; one would have to 
motivate this by way of a general theory of content 
which entails the suitability of such entities as 
constituents of those propositions that are the 
contents 0f4 beliefs. Short of this, the suggestion 
is ad hoc. ---

And, of course, Schiffer thinks, rightly, that there have 

been no proposals for a general theory that entails the 

suitability of such entities as constituents of propositions 

14. Schiffer (forthcoming), Chapter 3. 
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serving as the objects of perceptual beliefs. Thus, 

apparently the proposal is ad hoc. 

Now, the percept theorist 

objection by pointing out that even 

may 

if 

respond to 

the proposal 

this 

that 

percept-tokens are suitable entities for incorporation into 

the propositional objects of perceptual beliefs cannot be 

shown to derive from a general theory of content, the 

proposal is not thereby shown to be entirely unmotivated. 

After all, the theorist may counter, it is clear that 

perceptual objects are presented to our cognitive faculties 

through perception; so what could be more natural than to 

propose that percepts, either tokens or types, are modes of 

presentation in the requisite sense? Surely, the cited fact 

about perception is motivation enough. 

Now, the allure of percepts as modes of presentation 

does derive from the observation that objects are presented 

in perception. Its allure, that is, is grounded in the 

assumption that the percept of relation is a natural 

candidate for a mode of presentation for perceptual beliefs. 

This assumption, though, may be based on confusions. 

Let us be careful in interpreting the claim that 

objects of perceptual beliefs are presented in perception. 

The uncontroversial portion of the claim that objects are 

presented in perception is exhausted by the observation that 

we encounter objects through perception, that perception 
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often makes objects "available" for thoughts about them. No 

one would deny that it is sometimes as a result of seeing an 

object that we come to have beliefs about it. But it is not 

a natural consequence of this rather bland observation that 

percepts, tokens or types, are constituents of the thoughts 

that can arise as a result of perceiving objects, as a 

result, that is, of having objects "presented" through 

perception. It is no natural consequence, but rather a 

substantive theoretical claim that must be motivated 

independently of the obvious facts about perception. This 

becomes even clearer '''hen we appreciate that there may be 

things "presented" in perception even though we have no 

perceptual beliefs about those things. Hhat prevents us 

from saying that a relevant portion of a perceptual event 

presents, makes available for thought, not only objects like 

cups, bu t also, and simultaneously. facing surfaces, 

tern p 0 r a 1 s 1 ice s 0 f cup s, " mer e 0 log i cal u n i. 0 n s 0 f par t s , " 1 5 

aggregates of molecules constituting cups, and perhaps more. 

The allure of percepts as modes of presentation, if there is 

any, cannot, on reflection, be that there is a ready, clear 

answer to the question, "Hhat makes a percept a mode of 

presentation for an object of a perceptual belief?" The 

answer, "It is that the object is the object that the person 

15. Martin Davies, "Individuation and the Semantics 
of Demonstratives," Unpublished manuscript. 
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is perceiving with a relevant portion of his perceptual 

experience" is not so satisfying, considering that the 

person typically is perceiving many objects with the 

relevant portion of his perceptual experience. This is not 

a knock-down argument against the percept theory. For, such 

a theorist need not hold that the mode of presentation 

relation is a function in the first place. The remarks do 

show though that the proposal is not as motivated as it 

initially appears to be, and thereby raise again the 

suspicion that the proposal is ad hoc. 

Suppose that a percept theorist were to abandon the 

idea that the modes of presentation relation is the percept 

of relation, and propose that for some, if not all, percep

tual beliefs, there is some function f such that f(p,t) = 0, 

where p is a percept, ei ther type or token, and 0 is the 

object that the belief is about. Apart from the fact that 

the view might lose its primary motivation (but I have been 

suggesting that there is not much to lose), there is the 

problem that it is unlikely that we could specify such a 

function. I suppose a natural idea would be that the object 

is the cause of the tokening of a certain percept type. But 

.then we have yet to specify a function, since the intuitive 

proposal lets in even more than the percept of relation. 

Causes of a percept-token on any given occasion \vill include 

not only facing surfaces, aggregates of molecules, and the 
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like, but also light rays, retinal stimulations, certain 

brain states, etc. 

Martin Davies has recently contributed to the idea 

that there is function from percepts, suitable supplemented, 

to the objects of perceptual beliefs. The proposal is that 

we supplement the experiential element in the mode of 

presentation with sortal concepts. A 

concept "of a sor t of spatio-temporal 

perhaps we could represent modes 

sortal concept 

object.,,16 So 

of presentation 

is a 

then, 

for 

perceived particulars as triples consisting of percepts 

(types of tokens) t times, and sortal concepts like ~, 

~, .s!.£.8., shoe, £!:!..E., etc. This proposal would rule out as 

the objects of beliefs certain things like facing surfaces, 

retinal stimulations, and brain states. The idea would then 

be that the object a perceptual belief is about is the cause 

of the tokening of a certain percept-type that satisfies the 

sortal employed in the mode of presentation. Even this is 

in need of revision, however. Suppose that I am perceiving 

a man whom I believe to be virtuous. Davies' proposal fails 

to select the man as the object of belief because the man's 

father, grandfather, great-grandfather, and so on down the 

line are all causes, remote though they be, of the tokening 

of my percept, and they each satisfy the sortal man. Notice 

16. Davies (unpublished), p. 9. 
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that the revision--the object of my belief is the last cause 

of the tokening of my percept that satisfies the 

sortal--also will not do. It is easy to construct cases in 

which there is a cause intermediate between percepts and 

objects of perceptual beliefs which are of the same sort as 

the object of belief. If I have a perceptual belief about 

your eyes that they sparkle, the last cause of my percept 

that satisfies the sortal ~ consists, 

eyes; yet my belief is about your eyes, 

Davies' proposal is unimpressive as a 

idea that there is some function from 

of course, in my own 

not mine. In short, 

contribution to the 

percepts, suitably 

supplemented, to objects of perceptual beliefs. 

Perhaps the idea we need is that the object of a 

perceptual belief is the object presented by the percept of 

relation that satisfies a certain sortal, where we leave the 

former relation unanalyzed for the moment. Is this a 

promising proposal? Not really, since there is a good 

objection to employing sortals in one's account of modes of 

presentation, regard1ess of whether one can use them to 

construct a sufficient condition for an object to be the 

object of a perceptual belief. 

analogous to the problem 

This problem with sortals is 

confronti ng the description 

theorist's proposal. According to Davies, the sortal that 

is to be included in the mode of presentation for perceptual 

beliefs plays an "individuative," as opposed to a 
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"predicative" role in thought. When a sortal plays an 

individuative role in thought, the object of belief must 

fall under that concept.
l7 

But it seems evident that one 

can have a perceptual belief about an object even though one 

is mistaken about what sort of object one is perceiving. In 

the modified Jones scenario, it seems clear that the object 

of his belief is the object he mistakenly takes to be a cup. 

It seems simply wrong that whenever one has a perceptual 

belief, one can identify the object under a sortal. Suppose 

that we present a camshaft to a primitive tribesman. He 

will see it, believe that it is before him, but will be 

without a clue as to what sort of thing it is. In short, 

there can be thoughts about perceived particulars even 

though no identification under a sortal is made. The 

existence of such cases suggests that even in cases in which 

ani den t if i cat ion un d era so r tal can bema de, the so r tal 

will playa predicative, rather than individuative, role in 

the thought. 

Notice, in regard to our concern with [S], that if 

the mode of presentation relation is not a function, then it 

is unclear how descriptions of perceptual beliefs, relative 

to which they do not supervene on physical/functional 

states, could derive from descriptions relative to which 

17. Davies (unpublished), p. 9. 
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they do.
18 Consider, for instance, the description of 

Jones' belief as a belief in which one ascribes being 

cracked to an object he thinks of by perceiving it. If the 

mode of presentation relation is not a funr ... ion, then this 

description would not, in accordance with [S], entail a 

description of his belief as a belief that is about the 

object that it is about. Presumably, what would be needed 

for the entailment is a description that itself included 

reference to the perceived object. But then, of course, we 

would not have a description of a belief that would be 

satisfied by both Jones and his twin. 

3.3 Characters as Modes of Presentation 

The last proposal to be considered for perceptual de 

re beliefs is the claim that modes of presentation are 

Kaplanesque characters. The term 'character' denotes a 

feature possessed by terms in a language, and some 

philosophers, notably Kaplan, have thought that in order to 

provide a correct semantics for singular terms, we need to 

18. This is important not just because [S] happens 
to be stated in the way that it is stated. [S] happens to 
be stated in the way it is because, as such, it expresses 
the hope that anti-lndividualistic folk individuations of 
propositional attitudes states are, in each case, "merely 
derivative" from individualistic folk individuations of 
propositional attitudes. If there is a weaker cousin of [S] 
on which to pin weaker hopes, I leave it for the faithful to 
formulate. 
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distinguish what he calls the "character" of a singular term 

from what he calls its "content." The singular terms of 

particular interest to Kaplan are indexicals and demonstra-

tives. According to "direct reference" theorists, we can 

distinguish character and content for such terms in the 

following way: 

(i) The character of an indexical is to be identified 

( i i) 

( iii) 

( i v ) 

with the semantical rules that, relative to 

contexts, determine its referents. 

The content of an indexical, relative to a context 

c, is its referent, relative to c. 

The character of a demonstrative is to be identified 

with the semantical rules that, relative to contexts 

(and associated demonstrations occurring in them), 

determine its referents. 

The content of a demonstrative, relative to a 

context c (and a demonstration occurring in c), is 

its demonstratum, relative to c. 

A few clarifications are in order. 

1. The "pure indexicals" (e.g., 'I', 'now'), to use 

Kaplan's terminology, are supposed to be such that 

"the linguistic rules which govern their use fully 
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example, the (roughly formulated) rule: 

'I' refers t th k 't (' o e spea er or wrl er 1 .• e., 
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For 

the 

agent of the context) fully determines the referent 

of 'I' for each context of use. These indexicals 

are distinguished from the "true demonstratives" 

(e.g., 'this', 'that', 'he', 'she', 'it') which are 

such that "the linguistic rules which govern [their] 

use are not sufficient to determine their referent 

in all contexts of use and require, in order 

to determine their referents, an associated 

demonstration .,,20 Kaplan suggests the following 

rule for demonstratives (where 'd ' denotes a 

demonstrative, 'd*' a demonstration, and 'd [d{~]' a 

demonstrati.ve accompanied by a demonstration): 

In any context c, d designates the 

demonstratum of d*. 

The semantical rules associated with these 

demonstratives, as we can see, "assume that a 

demonstration accompanies each . use of [such] 

19. David Kaplan, "Demonstratives" (unpublished 
manuscdpt), p. 9. 

20. Kaplan (unpublished), p. 9. 
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demonstrative[s] .,,21 In (i)-(iv), I have called 

these two kinds of singular terms simply 

"indexicals" and "demonstratives," respectively. 

2. The treatment of indexicals and demonstratives in 

(i)-Civ) is intended to apply to them in what 

Schiffer has called their "primary, denotative 

occurrences." According to Schiffer, "an occurrence 

of a singular term in a sentence is a primary 

occurrence just in case that occurrence is not 

properly contained within the occurrence of some 

other singular term. ,,22 The occurrence of 'that 

man' in 

That man is virtuous 

is a primary occurrence. It is not a primary occur-

rence in 

The brother of that man is virtuous 

There are uses for indexicals and demonstratives 

that are not what Schiffer calls their "denotative" 

use. A good example of a non-denotative occurrence 

21. Kaplan (unpublished), p. 9. 

22. Stephen Schiffer, "Indexicals and the Theory of 
Reference," Synthese (1981),49, p. 44. 
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of such a term is its occurrence as a bound vari

able, such as in this example, unearthed by Kaplan: 

For what has a man profited, if he shall gain 

the whole world, and lose his own soul? 

A context is an occasion of use. Contexts can be 

represented by sets containing agents, moments of 

time, and perhaps worlds and three-dimensional posi

tions in these worlds. Kaplan distinguishes sharply 

between contexts and circumstances of evaluation. A 

sentence containing an indexical or a demonstrative 

is such that what it says is determined 

varies with, context; but what it says is 

by, and 

supposed 

to be independent of circumstances of evaluation. 

The idea is that once what a sentence says (i.e., 

used to say) is determined relative to a context, we 

can evaluate 

truth-value) 

circumstances. 

demonstratives 

what ha s 

relative to 

Similarly 

themselves. 

been sa i d (assign a 

various counterfacial 

for indexicals and 

Their referents are 

determined by, and vary with, context. Yet, the 

reference to the particulars they refer to is 

independent of circumstances of evaluation. Such 

expressions are such that their referents, "once 

determined, [are] taken as fixed for all possible 
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. ,,23 Clrcumstances. In Kaplan's suggestive phrase, 

the referent of an indexical or demonstrative is 

secured (relative to a context) "before the 

. h h' ,,24 encounter Wlt t e Clrcumstance. 

So, does this mean that indexicals are rigid 

designators? That depends on what one means by 

'rigid designator'. The term was introduced by 

Kripke as a term for "expressions which designate 

the same thing in every possible world in which that 

thing exists an d which designate nothing 

25 elsewhere." If this is how the term is taken, 

then the above remarks will not imply that the terms 

in question are rigid designators. Although I have 

remarked that the terms are to be taken as such that 

the referents are taken as fixed for all possible 

circumstances, their referents are fixed relative to 

contexts, and independently of circumstances; their 

referents are determined "before the encounter with 

the circumstance." It would be more consonant with 

this feature to say that the relevant terms desig-

nate the same thing in every possible world, 

23. Kaplan (unpublished), p. 12. 

24. Kaplan (unpublished), p. 15.1. Emphasis added. 

25. From Kaplan; for an illuminating discussion, 
Kaplan (unpublished), pp. 11-16. 
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regardless of whether or not the thing exists in 

those worlds.
26 

Although I have characterized contexts as 

occasions of use, this should not be taken too 

literally. As Kaplan has pointed out, the notion of 

a sentence being true, or a term referring to an 

individual, relati ve to a context, does not require 

that the sentence or term literally be used, or 

uttered. Thus, we distinguish an utterance of a 

sentence f . t 27 rom a sentence-ln-a-contex . The latter 

notion is what is literally meant here by "occasions 

of use," as it is the true semantic notion. The 

former belongs to speech act theory. 

With this brief introduction to direct reference 

semantics behind us, let us examine the possible utility of 

the distinction between character and content with respect 

to our current concerns. Notice that (i)-(iv) are geared 

toward an account of what sentences containing indexicals or 

demonstratives say, or could be used to say, relative to 

contexts. Within the propositionalist framework, they are 

geared toward an account according to which the content of 

26. See Kaplan (unpublished), p. 11. 

27. Kaplan (unpublished), p. 79. 
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such sentences is simply a singular proposition containing 

the referents of the relevant singular terms. Yet, a 

certain view of the objects of beliefs, one that will be 

quite familiar from the preceding discussion, arises from a 

certain assumption. That certain assumption is that the 

propositional objects of the beliefs one would express with 

sentences containing indexicals and demonstratives are to be 

identified with those propositions that the sentences would 

be used to assert. But then this yields the view, within a 

propositionalist framework, that the objects of the beliefs 

that one would express with sentences containing indexicals 

and demonstratives are just singular propositions. And we 

have seen how this view could lead to the imputation of 

irrationality to a maximally rational believer; 

Some philosophers, including Kaplan himself, have 

sought to retain singular propositions as the propositional 

objects of beliefs by seeking to make philosophical hay out 

of distinguishing between the objects of thought, or what is 

believed, and the "cognitive significance" of an object of 

thought, or how what is believed is, in a given instance, 

believed.
28 

What is believed, the so-called content of a 

belief, can be identified with a singular proposition so 

28. Kaplan (unpublished), 
"Direct Reference and Ascriptions 
Philosophical Logic (1983), 12. 

p. 60; c f. Ma r k Ric h a r d , 
of Belief ," Journal of 
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long as we can allow that the same singular proposition can 

be believed in different ways. How do we believe singular 

propositions? The answer is supposed to be that we believe 

them "under" characters. 

Now, our present concern is folk explanation. And 

Kaplan has reworded a passage taken from an article by John 

Perry to show the relevance of character to ordinary explana-

tions. This is the original passage from Perry: 

We use sense to individuate psychological states in 
explaining and predicting action. It is the sense 
entertained, and not the thought apprehended, that 
is tied to human action. When you and I entertain 
the sense of 'A bear is about to attack me,' we 
behave similarly. We both roll up in a ball and try 
to be as still as possible. Different thoughts 
apprehended, same sense entertained, same behavior. 
\.Jhen you and I both apprehended the thought that I 
am about to be attacked by a bear, we behave 
differently. I roll up in a ball, you run to get 
he 1 p . Sam e tho ugh tap pre hen d ~~, d iff ere n t sen s e 
entertained, different behavior. 

Kaplan rewords this passage (leaving the substitution of 

'object of thought' for 'thought' implicit) thus: 

We use the manner of presentation, the character, to 
individuate psychological states, in explaining and 
predicting action. It is the manner of presenta
tion, the character, and not the thought 
apprehended, that is tied to human action. When you 
and I have beliefs under the common character of 'A 
bear is about to attack me,' we behave similarly. 
\.J e bot h roll u pin a ball an d try to be ass til I as 
possible. Different thoughts apprehended, same 
character, same behavior. When you and I both 
apprehend that I am about to be attacked by a bear, 

29. John Perry, "Frege's Theory of Demonstratives," 
Philosophical Review (1977) 86. See p. 494. 
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characters, different behaviors. 
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Characters, as "manners of presentation" for con-

tents, or singular propositions, have t\vO other virtues as 

regards our present concerns. The first is that characters 

can be represented by functions from contexts to contents, 

so that a description of a belief as a relation to a 

character will determine, in conjunction with a statement of 

the relevant contextual facts, a description of the belief 

as a relation to a singular proposition. The second virtue 

concerns the constraint of psychological reality. Since the 

character of an indexical or demonstrative is that aspect of 

that term which one knows when one is competent in its use, 

any speaker of a language that is competent in the use of 

the indexicals and demonstratives it contains will be in a 

position to think of an object under the character of an 

indexical or demonstrative, so long as he is in a position 

to refer to the object with the use of those terms. 

The second virtue may be coupled with a certain 

drawback, however. For, if the theorist goes on to say that 

the ~ way to believe a content is under a character, then 

we are left bereft of an account of the beliefs of non-

linguistic creatures, including animals and pre-linguistic 

30. Kaplan (unpublished), p. 63. 
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children. There are two lines of reply here. First, the 

theorist need not claim that the .£.!!.1:.Y. way to believe a 

content is under a character, and perhaps time will tell how 

non-linguistic creatures hold their beliefs. The second 

reply, of course, is to deny that non-linguistic creatures 

have propositional attitudes. 

unprecedented, but I, for on e , 

This 

find it 

is certainly 

implausible. 

not 

One 

often hears that the ascription of propositional attitudes 

to animals, for instance, is merely a result of an 

unwarranted anthropomorphism. Certainly, sometimes our 

ascriptions of states to animals is anthropomorphic. But it 

is hard to believe that more sensible ascriptions to animals 

derive entirely from mere "projection." I do not ",ish to 

press the point here though. I wish only to point out that 

the second "virtue" may be a double-edged sword, since it 

might carry with it the requirement that one take a hard 

line with respect to non-linguistic creatures, and it is not 

clear that this is a sensible line to take. 

Let us evaluate the proposal for the case of Jones 

and his belief of the object he sees that it is cracked. 

Under what character might Jones be thinking of the object? 

One prbposal, of course, is that he is thinking of the 

object under the character of some definite description of 

which the object is the sole satisfier. Thi s proposa l, of 

course, coincides with the earlier description-theoretic 
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proposal. For, on the direct reference view, definite 

descriptions have a "fixed" character, which can be repre-

sen ted by a constant function from contexts to contents 

(which, in the case of definite descriptions, are in turn 

represented by a variable function from circumstances of 

evaluation, or "possible worlds," to extension). In 

essence, the character and content of a definite description 

collapse, and we can say that the character of such a 

singular term just is its content, which is an individual 

concept. 

The proposal, though, to which the discussion of 

direct reference has been a preliminary, is that Jones 

thinks of the object under the character of a demonstrative 

which would occur in an expression of his belief should he 

utter in the context of belief the sentence 'That is 

cracked' . There are serious problems with this proposal and 

the general approach it exemplifies. 

31 
few. 

I shall mention a 

First, it seems clear that the character of a 

demonstrative cannot be that aspect of Jones' belief that 

accounts for his satisfaction of minimal rationality 

constraints, the need for which is the primary motivation 

31. I am grateful to John Pollock and Stephen 
Schiffer for inspiring the two objections to follow. 
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for the introduction of modes of presentation in the first 

place. We have supposed that Jones believes of the object 

he sees that it is cracked. Suppose that moments later he 

sees an object that is qualitatively identical to the object 

he saw moments before, and that, for whatever reason, Jones 

suspects that there has been a "switch," and that the object 

now before him only appears to be cracked. Jones forms the 

belief of the object that it is not cracked (while 

"retaining" his earlier belief). Suppose also that, in each 

case, Jones holds his belief under the character of the 

demonstrative 'that' Finally, suppose that in fact there 

has been no switch. Given our assumptions, it seems that we 

must say that Jones both believes that an object is cracked 

and that it is not cracked under the same character. But 

then we have a reductio on the assumption that Jones holds 

his beliefs under a character as mode of presentation. For, 

a mode of presentation is precisely that aspect of a belief 

which accounts for a rational believer's satisfaction of 

minimal rationality constraints. 

Now, in the counterexample just described, there 

were two different contexts of application for the character 

of the demonstrative. Notice, though, that this is really 

an inessential feature. Suppose that there appears to be 

two cups before Jones, even though unbeknown to him there is 

just one. Perhaps Jones is seeing double, or the effect is 
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brought about through the surreptitious use of mirrors. 

Suppose also that, although the "two" cups appear the same, 

an intuition, the source of which Jones does not question, 

tells him that, as he would say, "one of them is cracked but 

the other is not." Jones might then express his beliefs by 

saying, "That one is cracked, but that one is not cracked." 

(Of course, he needn't ~ anything to believe a content 

under a character.) It would appear then that, relative to 

the same context, Jones believes that the object is cracked, 

and believes that the object is not cracked under the same 

character. 

A likely reply to each of these counterexamples 

would be that I have failed to incorporate into the account 

the essential feature of demonstratives that distinguishes' 

them from indexicals. And that is that a referent of a 

demonstrative is typically determined only relative to a 

context and an associated demonstration in the context. 

Thus, we should take the proposal to be that Jones thinks of 

the object under a character and an associated demonstra-

tion. The reply will then take note of the fact that in 

expressing his beliefs in the first case by saying, "That 

one is cracked" and then moments later saying, "That one is 

not cracked," and in expressing his beliefs in the second 

case by saying, "That one is cracked but that one is not," 

Jones, in each case, would produce two different 
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demonstrations. Perhaps then the proposal is properly 

interpreted to be that the mode of presentation is the 

character of the demonstrative taken with an association 

demonstration that would accompany the actual utterance of 

the demonstrative in a context. This 

virtually devastates the proposal that the 

reply, though, 

character of a 

demonstrative has an interesting role to play in the 

specification of modes of presentation. Let us see how. 

Now that we ostensibly have an account according to 

which Jones thinks of the object in terms of the character 

of a demonstrative and an associated demonstration that 

would accompany the actual utterance of the demonstrative in 

a context, we need to ask, what would determine that the 

object is the demonstratum of the associated demonstration? 

It seems very unlikely that the answer to this question 

could proceed exclusively in terms of some actual or 

of "pointing." Hhe n I point to a possible physical act 

table, what determines that I am demonstrating the table, 

rather than, say, its facing surface, the items lying on it, 

or even the intervening air molecules? 

my intention to demonstrate the table. 

The answer must be 

But, of course, an 

intention, like a belief, is a propositional attitude in its 

own right, and all of the questions that are raised for 

belief can be raised for intention. In particular, \oJe can 

ask, what is the mode of presentation for the table under 
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which I intend i t to be the demon stratum of my 

demonstration? Answering this question by appeal, say, to 

an individual concept or a percept, will, of course, make 

the a p pe a 1 tot he c h a r act e r 0 fad em 0 n s t rat i ve en t ire 1 y 

otiose, since we might just as well have appealed to these 

items right off the bat in speci fying the mode of presenta-

tion for Jones' belief. I n add i t ion, ,,, e aIr e a d y k now the 

limitations of the description and percept theories in 

accounting for perceptual beliefs.
32 

I take this objection 

to the approach in terms of the character of demonstratives 

to damage it beyond repair. 

3.4 Beliefs About Kinds 

Individual concepts are at least at first blush 

natural candidates for thinking about kinds. If Ralph 

employs the individual concept the F in thinking of a kind, 

32. The theorist who would attempt to accommodate 
[P] was especially, but not exclusively plagued by problems. 
The primary objection to the description theory was that it 
tends to be overly intellectualized. Speaking somewhat 
loosely, the objection to the percept theory was that (i) 
there seems to be no function that maps percepts into 
objects of perceptual beliefs, and that (ii) the description 
of a perceptual belief as a relation to a proposition 
containing the object alongside the percept, type or token, 
t a ken a s the 1 a s two r don s u c h bel i e f s , ,,, a s t hat i t lea v e s 
entirely unspecified how the object gets into the 
proposition in the first place. I argued for (i) but did 
not press (ii), since our primary interest is the 
accommodation of [P]. The description of the belief in 
those terms does not accommodate [P] for an obvious reason: 
in describing the belief that way, one must refer to the 
object itself. 
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about is the one uniquely 

being F. exemplifying 

this proposal 

recount a few. 

have been detailed by 

Problems 

Schiffer. 33 

besetting 

I shall 

A major problem with the individal concept approach 

is that it typically results in attibuting too much content 

to many of the ordinary beliefs we ascribe with clauses of 

the form 'that k is G' Th is is especially, though not 

exclusively, true of attempts to construct metalinguistic 

modes of presentation such as what our experts call 'K' or 

what my linguistic community calls 'K'. Surely, a child can 

think of water without thinking of it in terms of the 

properties being an expert, or being a linguistic communitv 

or in terms of some semantic relation denoted by 'the call 

relation' . As I noted in the discussion of de re beliefs, 

this is actually a notorious problem for description-

theoretic accounts of thought; they tend to be overly 

intellectualized. 

natural kinds.· 

This is no less so for beliefs about 

The problem of over-intellectualizatifon is not 

restricted to the attempt to specify metalinguistic modes of 

presentation. Schiffer, in his critique of the description-

theoretic account of thought, considers how such a theorist 

33. Schiffer (forthcoming), Chapter 3, passim. 
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would handle beliefs of the following sort. A young child, 

Peter, believes that his pet, Remington, is a rabbit. What 

are the candidate modes of presentation under which Peter 

might think of the semantic value of 'rabbit'? It is not 

enough to suggest that Peter employs the individual concept 

expressed by 'the kind to which those creatures belong' 

(where the reference of 'those creatures' is (somehow) to a 

sample of paradigmatic rabbits, and may be assumed for the 

sake of discussion to be unproblematic), since those 

creatures will belong to several kinds, for example, animal, 

mammal, rabbit, cottontail, male, etc. Nor is it plausible 

to suggest the individual concept expressed by 'the species 

of those creatures'. Rabbits do not constitute a biological 

species; rather, the term 'rabbit' is used loosely to 

include many different species that make up a family, viz., 

the family Leporidae. But now our attempt to specify an 

appropriate mode of presentation has again taken us beyond 

the actual contents of Peter's belief, provided that he is 

similar to most young children. For, if Peter is like his 

peers, he is not so biologically sophisticated as to believe 

that Remington belongs to the family of those creatures. 

But, he does believe that Remington is a rabbit. The 

problem, again, is the imputation of too much content to a 

belief ordinarily held. 



80 

There is an important point to be made against using 

description theories of beliefs about kinds, description 

theories of de re beliefs and even percept theories of such 

beliefs that are supplemented with sortals, in the attempt 

to support [S]. Suppose, for instance, that when Jones 

thinks of water, he thinks of it under a mode of presenta

tion m, and that when his twin thinks of schwater, he thjnks 

of it under a mode of presentation m'. What's to insure 

that m and m' are type-identical modes of presentation? The 

answer is nothing. This is especially, though not 

exclusively, clear for individual concepts. Individual 

concepts are themselves constructed out of properties, as js 

evident from the concept the stuff our experts call 'water'. 

No,,,, as we know, Tyler Burge has described thought 

experiments in which neurolophysical/functional equivalents 

differ in beUef contents as a result of differences in the 

way the subject's linguistic community applies terms in the 

language. The Burge-style cases are those alluded to in 

case 4. Burge's cases are qUi te compelling. My present 

point concerns how widely the Burgean strategy can be 

applied. Burge himself has recently suggested (in conversa-

tion) that his strategy can be applied to any element of a 

belief content that does not pertain either to sensory 

states or "the special way we think of ourselves" ",hen we 

think of ourselves in the first person. I am somewhat 
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the claim that the stock of 
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I am even ~ skeptical of 

content elements that the 

Burgean strategy leaves untouched is sufficiently large to 

sustain [S]. My hypothesis is that, provided that some 

individual concept is a suitable mode of presentation for a 

natural kind, many, if not most of the content elements out 

of which it is constructed will be susceptible to the 

Burgean treatment. Moreover, since the point really 

pertains to the elements from which individual concepts are 

constructed, it wi 11 encompass appeals to properties 

generally, including sortals, in one's account of modes of 

presentation. Of course, it would be difficult to prove 

that the stock of content elements that neurophysical/ 

functional identicals are guaranteed to share is too 

impoverished to sustain [S]. The burden of proof, though, 

is squarely upon the shoulders of the theorist who thinks 

that [S] is true. 

I did say, however, that I am skeptical of Burge's 

claim that his strategy can be applied to any element of a 

belief content that does not pertain either to sensory 

states or "the special way we think of ourselves when we 

think of ourselves in the first person." In pa r tic u 1 a r, I 

do not think that the strategy yields convincing results for 

certain observation terms. I cannot substantiate this 

beyond saying that, for terms like 'arthritis' I get the 
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Burgean intuitions, but for color terms like' red', texture 

terms like 'hard' or 'smooth', or other observation terms 

like 'transparent' or 'opaque', the intuitions ar either not 

sharp or lacking altogether. Perhaps then, we can make a 

proposal, at least for natural kinds, that is both plausible 

and immune to the Burgean treatment in terms of some sort of 

perceptual concept (though note that the proposal could not 

be extended in any obvious way to other sorts of cases in 

the category of case 4 such as beliefs about arthritis, 

mortgages, or contracts). But, the proposal of perceptual 

concepts as modes of presentation for natural kinds, even if 

immune to the Burgean treatment, is not plausible. 

The notion of a perceptual concept associated with a 

natural kind is hardly well-defined in the literature, but 

it can be construed somewhat loosely as a set of perceptual 

properties that is satisfied by clear instances to which the 

kind term applies. One problem for the proposal is that of 

saying in virtue of what a set of --- perceptual properties can 

be a mode of presentation for a natural kind. Suppose that 

Ralph believes that dogs are friendly, and let <PI' 

Pn> be the set of perceptual properties Ralph associates 

with dogs. But now the theorist (particularly one concerned 

to validate [S» must offer an account of some contextual 

fact C such that Ralph's believing a proposition represented 

by <being friendly <p l' Pn»' taken in conjunction 
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with C, yields a description of his belief as a relation to 

a proposition represented by <being friendly, the kind ££R>. 

But what could that contextual fact be? The impact of this 

question is heightened by the observation that Ralph's 

experience with dogs could be limited to French Poodles. 

How likely is it that we can specify some relation obtaining 

between the kind dog, which includes in its extension 

Dalmations and Irish Wolfhounds, and the perceptual 

properties that Ralph associates with French Poodles such 

t hat the 1 a t t e rca n be R alp h 's \va y 0 f the t h ink i n g 0 f the 

former? Not very, 34 I would wager. At any rate, the lack 

of a promising, let alone well-articulated theory of 

perceptual modes of presentation for natural kinds, is not 

the sole reason for rejecting the proposal. 

\.Je can also reject the proposal on the grounds that 

perceptual concepts cannot provide for that aspect of a 

rational believer's beliefs about natural kinds that 

accounts for his satisfaction of rationality constraints. 

The argument for this claim is also derived from Schiffer's 

discussion, in which he discusses the proposal of "stereo-

types" as modes of presentation, by which he means something 

like "an observation concept in the visual mode," and in 

34. Cf. Schiffer's discussion in Schiffer (forth
coming), Chapter 3, pp. 42-43. 
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which he relies on a particular rationality constraint. 

Schiffer calls this constraint "Frege' s Constraint," and 

states it as follows: 

[F] Necessarily, if m is a mode of presentation under 

which a minimally rational person x believes a thing 

y to be F, then it is not the case that x also 

believes y not to be F under m. In other words, if 

x believes y to be F and also believes y not to be 

F, they are distinct modes of presentation m and m' 

such that x believes y to be F under m and 

disbelieves y to be F under , 35 m . 

This, of course, is the rationality constraint I 

have relied on as well in my earlier discussions. The 

argument against "observational concepts in the visual 

mode," which proceeds in terms of "stereotypes" is given in 

the following passage (in the passage D dnotes a doggy 

stereotype): 

It seems clear that, in principle, D could be a mode 
of presentation of more than one natural kind; after 
all, my Twin Earth counterpart's stereotype of the 
non-dogs he calls 'dogs' will be the same as mine, 
and there is nothing to prevent tdogs from 
inhabiting Earth, which could certainly lead to my 
dog-stereotype being of two distinct zoological 
species. But then I might become aware that there 
are two distinct species sharing my stereotype. And 
if this is possible, then it is difficult to see 
what could prevent my believing and disbelieving the 
species of dogs to be such and such under one and 

35. Schiffer (forthcoming), Chap.ter 3, pp. 26-27. 



the same mode of presentation--viz., D--thus 
violating Frege's Constraint. For, if I can believe 
that dogs but not tdogs are F, then I can certainly 
misidentify dogs as tdogs and believe, of the 
species to which they (the dogs misidentified as 
tdogs) belong, under D, that its members are not F, 
when I already believe, 0~6 the species, also under 
D, that its members are F. 
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Schiffer has already noted the problem that arises for the 

perceptual concept theorist in connection with specifying 

the mode of presentation relation for such an account, and 

after producing the cited passage, expresses what is, I 

think, the appropriate sentiment: 

If we are ever to take seriously the idea that 
[beliefs involving natural kinds] are made complete 
by the presence in them of doggy stereotypes, we 
shall certainly require an articulation and 
treatment of that intuition tfft elevates it into a 
hypothesis worth considering. 

I would conclude that we have failed to find clearly 

promising proposals for modes of presentation for many of 

our beliefs, and that a fortiori we have failed to find 

clearly promising proposals for modes of presentation that 

would validate [S]. But, perhaps the problem has been that 

we have limited ourselves to the propositionalist framework. 

Let us then abandon that framework, and see if we cannot 

find more fertile ground elsewhere. 

36. Schiffer (forthcoming), Chapter 3, pp. 43-44. 

37. Schiffer (forthcoming), Chapter 3, pp. 44. 
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3.5 A Sententialist Framework 

The only other framework in which proposals for 

modes of presentation have been made is the "language of 

thought framewor k." In this framework, propositional atti-

tudes are viewed as relations to sentences in an internal 

38 code. \.,1 i t h i nth i s f ram e w 0 r k , the rea reb a sic all y two 

proposals to be made: (i) modes of presentation are causal 

h . 39 c alns ; and (ii) miodes of presentation are conceptual 

roles. Let us examine these proposals in turn. 

Applying (i) to case 1, we find the suggestion that 

Jones thinks of the objects before him in virtue of the fact 

that there is a causal chain that originates with the object 

and terminates in a singular term analogue in Jones' 

internal code. I shall not have much to say about the 

plausi bi Ity of this suggestion as an account of Jones' way 

of thinking of the object. But, it should at least be noted 

that the suggestion holds out little promise for a general 

theory of reference for thought. This is because an 

38. There is more than one sense in which proposi
tional attitudes may be relations to sentences in an 
internal code. See Schiffer (forthcoming), Chapter 4. The 
sense I have i.n mind here is given by the claim that such 
sentences are the referents of that-clauses in propositional 
attitude ascriptions. This in itself is problemaUc, but I 
will not press the point here. 

39. Cf. Mi chae 1 
Columbia University Press, 

Devitt, 
1981). 

Designation (New York: 
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extrapolation from the discussion of the percept theory 

would cast considerable doubt on the possibility of saying 

anything informative, in causal terms, about how Jones' 

belief came to be about the object it is about beyond saying 

that it is about that object in virtue of its being that 

very cause of some singular term in Jones' internal code, 

wherein we refer to the object ourselves. 

to say anything terribly informative. 

And that is not 

At any rate, it is clear that this is not the sort 

of mode of presentation we would need toward validating [S]. 

For, on this view, a description relative to the complete 

contents of Jones' belief would be a description that 

specified an actual causal chain; and, of course, this would 

be a description that specified the object itself, since the 

object is itself a prominent link in the chai.n extending 

from it to a singular term in Jones' language of thought. 

But, of course, \.Jhat we were after was a specification of 

belief the complete contents of Jones' 

physical/functional replica of Jones' 

such that any 

would also have a 

belief with those complete contents (apart only from 

differences that arise from that fact that they would be 

differ~nt believers or that the belief may be held by 

different believers or the same believer at different 

times). Another way of putting the matter would be to say 

that, if causal chains are modes of presentation for de re 
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beliefs, then such beliefs are irreducibly de re (i.e., such 

that their 

referring 

complete 

to the 

contents 

object 

cannot be 

itself 40 ) 

specified without 

and though the 

reducibility of de re beliefs is not sufficient for the 

truth of [S], it would seem to be necessary. 

Let us examine then proposal (ii). Currently, there 

is a general proposa I of the content of mental r·epresenta

tions being bandied about that goes under the title "the 

two-factor theory." The basic idea is that the theory of 

content has two components, a truth-conditional component 

and a conceptual role component. The truth-conditional 

component is thought to be insufficient to determine belief 

contents, since, to cite the common example, one could 

believe that the Evening Star is bright, while failing to 

believe that the Morning Star is bright, by failing to know 

that the Evening Star and the Morning Star are one and the 

same planet. And this despite the fact that the two beliefs 

have the same truth condition, broadly construed, viz., 

Venus being bright. The conceptual role component is 

thought to be insufficient to determine belief contents, 

since, presumably, the mental representation tokened in 

Jones' belief that water is refreshing has the same 

conceptual role as the mental representation tokened in his 

40. Cf. Schiffer (1978). 
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twin's belief that schwater is refreshing. But, it is 

thought that we might have a complete theory of content if 

we combine both factors. To have a certain belief with a 

certain content is to stand in the belief relation (perhaps 

itself functionally defined) to a certain mental reprenta-

tion with a certain conceptual role and truth condition. A 

theory of conceptual role for a system of mental representa-

tions would detail how sensory stimulations influence what 

internal states one is in, how those internal states 

influence what other internal states one is in, and how 

one's internal states influence one's bodily movements, with 

internal states understood as relations to mental 

representations. Roughly, the "conceptual role of a mental 

representation is the counter factual role of that 

formula in perceptual belief formation and in theoretical 

d . I . ,,41 an practlca reasonlng. 

The idea then to be considered is that conceptual 

roles are modes of presentation, i.e., that aspect of belief 

that accounts for a' rational believer's satisfaction of 

rationality constraints. As for 

actually fares, I shall leave the 

how 'veIl 

criticisms 

the 

to 

proposal 

42 others. 

My present interest is in how the proposal relates to [S). 

41. Schiffer (forthcoming), Chapter 4, p. 34. 

42. Schiffer (forthcoming), Chapter 4, pp. 36-37. 
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Notice that within this framework, descriptions of 

propositional attitudes, relative to the complete contents 

of mental representations, are descriptions that specify 

both components of content. The term 'dscription relative 

to complete content' was introduced as a quasi-technical 

term for those descriptions of propositional attitude 

content from which other descriptions derive, but which are 

themselves underived. A description that specifies both 

components, conceptual role and truth condition, entails a 

description that specifies only one, but not vice-versa. 

But then, relative to their complete contents, Jones and his 

twin have different beliefs. Just as Venus being bright is 

the common truth condition of the beliefs that the Evening 

Star is bright and that the Morning Star is bright, so water 

being refreshing and schwater being refreshing, and object c 

being cracked and object c' being cracked, are diverg~nt 

truth conditions for the beliefs held by Jones and his twin. 

Of course, this result is no accident since the appeal of 

the "two-factor" theory is that it allows us to isolate the 

way in which the contents of Jones' and his twin's beliefs 

are alike, as well as the way in which they differ. In any 

event, the "two-factor" theory, with conceptual roles as 

modes of presentation, is anathema to those who would 

attempt to provide a description of the complete contents of 
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Jones' and his twin's beliefs relative to which their 

beliefs are the same. 

3.6 Assessment 

A t t his poi nt, we are f ace d wit h s 0 me c hoi c e s . \~ e 

begin by noting that [P], a principle of individualism, has 

some intuitive presumption in its favor. Which is to say, 

we provisionally granted the principle that psychological 

states, properly so-called, include only those states shared 

by physical/identical identicals. In allowing folk explana

tions to fall within its purview, we sought descriptions of 

propositional attitudes such that, relative to those descrip-

tions, physical/functional identicals shared their 

propositional attitudes, and we looked to descriptions of 

the attitudes that specify their complete content. We 

failed to find the required descriptions, and now we are 

left with a couple of options. We may still want to uphold 

[P] and still hold that folk psychology's states are 

legitimate by that standard. One might try that by 

maintaining that folk explanations are geared to what Jones 

and his twin have in common, whi ch is not complete content 

or content per se, but rather a component of 

conceptual role, which with some precedent 

"narrow content." But then, if this is 

content, namely 

they might dub 

the case, folk 

explanations themselves do not make essential use of content 

per se, and it does not matter if belief content supervenes 
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on physical/functional states. This proposal, I suppose, 

would go hand in hand with the claim that somehow the folk 

would employ ascriptions of propositional attitudes, at 

least in explanatory contexts, merely to index conceptual 

roles. But if this is correct, then there may be no 

between the way folk theory employs interesting differences 

content attributions and the way they might be employed in a 

minimal functional theory of Section 2.1.1. Another option 

is to hold that folk explanaUons are geared toward the 

complete contents 

(even/especially) 

do not supervene 

subject, but hold 

of propositional attitudes, concede that 

relative to their complete contents they 

on the physical/functional states of the 

that folk psychology's states are in no 

violation of any reasonable methodological principle by 

denying [P]. Let us investigate the second option. Doing 

so, of course, will bring us directly to the other major 

question we were going to examine: Is [P] true? 

3.7 Is [P] True? 

What reasons have been adduced for the truth of [P]? 

Burge has recently displayed a couple of the main arguments 

for [P], and has countered with plausible criticisms. I 

shall reproduce the arguments here, along with what I take 

to be Burge's most effective criticisms. 

Burge considers an aq~ument for [ P] that he 

attributes to Fodor. The argument is that since the determi-
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nants of behavior supervene on the states of the brain, any 

state or process that does not supervene on brain states is 

behaviorally irrelevant. 43 Burge disputes the premise of 

this argument. He suspects that it derives from a 

commitment to materialism, and one of his most devastating 

criticisms of the argument undermines the supposed connec-

tion between the philosophical doctrine and the premise. He 

notes that if one is a materialist, then one might take the 

premise to be based on a trivial truth, since after all, the 

determinant.s of behavior are brain states and, trivially, 

brain states supervene on brain states. But, says Burge: 

So, 

The ontological stakes that ride on the superveni
ence doctrines are far less substantial than one 
might think. It is simply not a "trivial conse
quence" of materialism that the determinants 
of our behavior supervene on the states of our 
brains. The reason for this is that what supervenes 
on what has at least as much to do with how the 
relevant entities are individuated as with what they 
are made of. If [for instance] a mental event m is 
individuated partly by reference to normal condi
tions outside a person's body, then, regardless of 
whether .!!). has material compositiR.f' m might vary 
even as the body remains the same. 

provided that we properly distinguish matters of 

in d i v i d u a t ion fro m rna t t e r s 0 f com p 0 sit ion we can not a r 8 u e 

for the claim that the states or processes of psychological 

theory must supervene·on the physical constitution of the 

43. Burge (1984), p. 11. 

44. Burge (1984), p. 11. 
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organism from the premises that the determinants of behavior 

are composed of brain matter, and states of the brain 

supervene on states of the brain. 

well-taken. 

Burge's criticism is 

The vague, intuitive appeal of [P] was supposed to 

be that the only states that could count as explanatory 

states in psychology are those that are or are determined by 

"what's in the head." Part of this appeal is no doubt 

rooted in the observation that states of two subjects that 

differ only as a result of factors "outside the head" could 

not iss u e in d iff ere n t be h a vi 0 r s, the pro per sub j e c t rna t t e r 

of psychology. This observation leads to an argument for 

[P] which Burge attributes to Stephen Stich: 

1. Physiologically and functionally identical subjects 

are behaviorally identical. 

2. Psychology is a science exclusively of behavior. 

3. Psychology should provide identical explanations and 

descriptions for physiologically and functionally 

identical subjects. 

4. [P] is true.
45 

According to Burge, (2) is tendentious, and seems to be a 

vestige of behaviorism. It is also a gross representation 

of the current domain of cognitive psychology. Cognitive 

45. Burge (1984), p. 8. 
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psychology, as it is now practiced, is patently a study not 

just of behavior, but also of internal goings-on. It seeks 

to elucidate, inter alia, perception, the fixation of 

belief,46 memory, and language comprehension; and it plainly 

regards these phenomena as internal. 

Burge also scrutinizes (1). According to Burge, the 

behavior of which psychology is, in part, a science is not 

plausibly restricted to mere bodily movements, and this is 

interpretation of 'behavior' on which the truth of 

(l) depends. Behavior has Intentional and/or relational 

descriptions. So, we say that, in uttering'S', George said 

that S; that in moving a certain way, Henry grasped a 

certain pen; or that in moving a certain \\lay, a cat stalks 

its prey. What is the motivation for thinking that 

psychology will classify behavior strictly in terms of 

bodily movement? Burge has urged that the best epistemic 

standard for determining what, for psychology ought to count 

as behavior is to look at what the currently most successful 

theories do count as behavior. He has also pointed out that 

"many specifications of behavior in psychology are 

46. It remains to be seen whether this is a study 
of the fixation of belief ~ belief. This remark will 
become clearer later on. The uncontroversial point is that 
this process is internal, and not behavilr, classically 
construed. 



96 

intentional, relational, or both.,,47 Against the austere 

construal of behavior as bodily movement, Burge observes 

that much of psychology's behavioral evidence consists in 

subjects' reports, and that their "utterances (and the 

questions asked them) must be taken to be interpreted in 

order to be of any use in the . ,,48 experlments. Disallowing 

any behavioral evidence that is not construed in the austere 

terms of bo d il y mo vemen t s is to disallow current 

psychological practices, a position philosophers ought to 

avoid. 

Naturally, if we are permitted to interpret behavior 

Intentionally and/or relationally, then premise (1) is 

false. Physical/functional equivalents can diverge in their 

behavior, so construed. Recall our earlier case 1. The 

behavior of Jones and his twin can differ in this respect: 

they may act on different objects. Notice that the 

difference in their beliefs is tailor-made for the 

difference in their behavior. Jones glued that cup because, 

inter alia, he believed that that cup was cracked; his twin 

glued that" other cup because, inter alia, he believed that 

49 that cup was cracked. If behavior, as it is explained by 

47. Burge (1984), p. 9. 

48. Burge (1984), p. 9. 

49. Cf. Peacocke (1981). 
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psychology, admits of Intentional and/or relational 

construals, then folk explanations will not be problematic, 

even if the folk individuate propositional attitudes, for 

the purposes of their explanations, relative to their 

complete contents, and even if the complete contents of 

propositional attitudes do not supervene on the 

physical/functional states of the subject. 

Is [P] true? Burge, of course, thinks that it is 

not. "The heart of my case," he says, "is the observation 

that psychological theories, taken literally, are not purely 

individualistic, that there are no strong reasons for taking 

them non-literally, and that we currently have no superior 

standpoint for judging how psychology ought to be done than 

that of seeing how it is done."SO \vhy does Burge think that 

psychological theories, taken literally, are not purely 

individualistic? Because, taken literally, "psychology 

makes genuine use of interpreted that-clauses--what we might 

loosely call 'propositional content '" ,51 and propositional 

content, as I myself have taken pains to show, does not 

supervene on the physical/functional constitution of the 

organism. 

50. Stich (1984), p. 17. 

51. Stich (1984), p. 17. 
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Notice that one can agree with Burge, as Stich 

ultimately has, that the best epistemic standard for how 

psychology should be done is how psychology is being done, 

agree that psychology makes use of predicates like 'believes 

that such-and-such', also agree that propositional content 

does not supervene on the physical/functional constitution 

of believers, but, as Stich still does, hold that [P] 

nonetheless is true. How can one hold all of these things? 

One can hold all of these things by holding that the correct 

conception of the role of folk generalizations in the 

construction of the new psychological theories reveals that 

the use of propositional attitude predicates in psychology 

serves only to indicate the 

selection of propositional indices 

significantly 

of functional 

arbitrary 

role. It 

can be observed that if the use of propositi.onal attitude 

predicates in psychology serves merely to indicate a choice 

of a propositional index of functional role, then Burge's 

case for anti-individualism in psychology vanishes. For, 

(i) the fact that· a psychologist refers to a belief that p 

merely to indicate the selection of a particular 

propositional index (e.g., one that the subject "happens" to 

believe, desire, etc.) would indicate that his interest is 

not in a certain internal state not ~ the belief that p, 

but, rather, ~ a functional state f(p), where f is a 

function from propositions to internal, physical states (as 
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in the minimal functional theory of 2.1.1), and (ii) the 

fact that a subject x is in f(p), unlike the fact that x 

believes that p, does supervene on the subject's physical/ 

functional constitution. 

Clearly, the question of whether psychology is 

individualistic cannot be decided by casually observing the 

employment of an Intentional language, but can only be 

decided by the best construal of how the language is being 

employed. And here is where Burge and Stich ultimately 

differ. According to Burge, Intentional descriptions 

employed by psychologists should be taken at face-value. 

According to Stich, once we have got a hold of the way 

Intentional language is employed in psychology, we will 

realize that "even when a theorist prefers the language of 

folk psychology, he typically uses that language in a way 

which systematically filters out the effects of 

. d' . d 1 .. . . f' d' . d . ,,52 non-ln lVl ua lStlC crlterla 0 ln lVl uatlon. Stich's 

reason for thinking that this best construes the way psychol-

ogists actually employ the language of folk explanations 

derives from the reactions to Burge thought experiments of 

the few psychologists willing to hear him out. More interes-

tin g 1 y, S tic h 0 f fer san ex p.l a nat ion for why p s y c hoI 0 g i s t s 

would use folk language in a way that "systematically 

52. Stich (1984), p. 17. 
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filters out the effects of non-individualistic criteria of 

individuation." His explanation is that "cognitive 

theorists have adopted an individualistic computational 

paradigm.,,53 Stich's conception of the role of folk expla

nations in the construction of new· psychological theories 

appears to be something along the lines of the following: 

certain "low level" generalizations, couched in the folk 

idiom, only point to, or suggest, mechanisms which only can 

be accounted for in a deep and satisfying way by going 

computational. In this way, perhaps, generalizations 

couched in an Intentional idiom really only define research 

projects for computational theorists. If this is the 

correct conception of the role of folk explanations in the 

construction of the new psychological theories, then it 

indeed would seem that the psychologist's interest in 

certain internal states is not an interest in them ~ 

beliefs, desires, or intentions with content, but only ~ 

computational states. If this is correct, then even when 

psychologists employ the language of belief, desire, and the 

rest, they do so merely to indicate the significantly 

arbitrary selection of a propositional index of functional/ 

computational role. The use of the Intentional idiom would 

53. Stich (1984), p. 17. 



101 

not locate an essential role for contents in psychological 

theory. 

If the evaluation of [P] is to proceed solely in 

terms of what psychologists are· now doing, and if 

psychologists are purely and simply interested in groping 

their way toward computational theories, then I think we 

shall have to take the side of Stich and the principle [P]. 

But we might evaluate [P] relative to a different question. 

\ve mig h t ask w he the r we can des c rib e a des ide rat urn t hat (i) 

could be of interest to psychologists, (ii) \vould not be 

fulfilled by a purely computational theory, and (iii) which 

would provide a role for contents ~ the contents of 

propositional attitudes. An affirmative answer to this 

question is already explicit in some of the foregoing. 

Psychologists might want a theory that yields explanations 

of behavior under Intentional and/or relational descrip-

tions. Now, it may be that the generalizations, couched in 

terms of contents, are destined to be "low level"; but they 

may be ineliminable nonetheless, relative to this 

desideratum. Stich has an argument against taking this to 

and I shall close the be a desideratum of psychology, 

discussion by showing where it fails. Stich argues that a 

psychology which attempts to explain behavior un d er 

Intentional and/or relational descriptions will have "bitten 

off more than it can chew": 



Consider, for example, the case of Jones who goes to 
confession, and his counterfactual counterpart who 
produces physically indistinguishable behaviors, but 
who, unbeknownst to him, relates his sins to a man 
who has never been properly ordained. In the eyes 
of the Church, Jones has confessed; his counterpart 
has not. But a psychological theory which 
undertakes to explain their behavior under those 
descriptions has bitten off more than it can chew. 
This example illustrates in a particularly vivid way 
the essential point of my brief against Burgean 
anti-individualism in psychology. A view which 
fails to recognize that there is a pretty sharp 
distinction between psychological theory and canon 
~ a \: h a s54 fa i 1 edt 0 car ve nat u rea tit sex pIa nat 0 r y 
JOlnts. 
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There is a certain irony in Stich's "brief." Stich agrees 

with Burge that the folk individuation of behavior is 

sensitive to the kind of difference described in the case of 

this passage. Yet, the folk have a remarkable capacity for 

explaining and predicting the behavior of their fellows. 

Even in the case described, the informal explanation is 

remarkable for its simplicity: How did Jones' confession 

come about? He was troubled by feelings of guilt for things 

he had done; this prompted a desire to recount his sins to a 

priest; so, when he got an opportunity, he confessed. 

Ordinary folk cope all the time with the rich folk taxonomy 

of behavior. What Stich needs to show is that the way they 

cope cannot be systematized and generalized. In the 

passage, however, this is stated, not shown. 

54. Stich (1984), p. 16. 
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But, the real mistake occurs when Stich says that 

one who thinks that psychology can explain behavior under 

Intentional descriptions "fails to recognize that there is a 

pretty sharp distinction between psychological theory and 

canon law." Stich here conflates a theory's laws with its 

l ' , 55 app lcatlon. A theory which undertook to explain an 

action as a confession need not contain the term 

'confession' in its laws. Consider, for instance, a 

propositional attitude psychology that provided explanations 

of behavior under their Intentional descriptions. Such laws 

would presumably quantify over contents like so: 

G (p) (q) (If one desires p, and believes p only if q, 

then ceteris para bus one undertakes to make it the 

case that q). 

Of course, (G) could be supplemented with a clause to the 

effect that if one undertakes to make the case that q, then 

God willing, it will become the case that q. The "God 

willing" clause is to be replaced by some environment 

cooperation clause that, whatever else, abstracts from 

55. At first, I thought it just obvious that one 
could not argue from the fact that one, say, explains why a 
child utters '2 + 2 = 4' in part by citing the child's 
belief that 2 + 2 = 4 to the claim that the explanation of 
the child's behavior is an explanation of arithmetic. I 
still do, but this still leaves room for the claim that the 
\oJ 0 u 1 d - be p s y c hoI 0 g i s t has " bit ten 0 f f m 0 ret han he can 
chew." The criticism in the text is more to the point, as 
Schiffer brought home to me. 
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details such as that the person to whom one says certain 

things in certain circumstances is a properly ordained 

priest. 

Where canon law does figure in is in the application 

of the theory to certain instances of behavior. So, of 

course, it might be required that psychologist Smith be 

somewhat conversant in Catholic doctrine if he is to explain 

the particulars of Jones' case. But Smith's true interest 

as a theorist lies in how well those particulars suggest, 

confirm, or disconfirm generalizations that abstract from 

the details of the case. Smith must be somewhat more than a 

psychologist when it comes to applying his theory; he must 

be embedded in the world in various ways, as are his 

subjects. But that is perfectly compatible with maintaining 

a sharp distinction between canon law and psychological 

theory. There rna y be, after all, a desideratum of 

psychological theory which locates a role for contents ~ 

the contents of propositional attitudes. 

At least this much is clear from this chapter: 

denying [P] at least in a limited way, is a more attractive 

option for the propositional attitude theorist than 

attempting to accommodate it. We must be careful to 

interpret this option carefully. To deny the principle in 

this way is not to deny that psychology should, in all 

contexts of inquiry, treat physical/functional identicals as 
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psychologically indistinguishable. The denial is compatible 

with there being contexts of inquiry in which this is 

appropriate. Computational theory is acknowledged by all 

parties to be such a context. What I have tried to 

undermine in the closing paragraphs is the claim, that, if 

the folk 

c om·p Ie te 

with [P], 

individuate their explanatory states relative to 

content, and jf complete content does not accord 

then there is no legitimate context of inquiry in 

which complete contents play an essential role. 

3.8 Summary 

In the early going, we observed that insofar as the 

theoretical goal is explaining how a subject's bodily 

movements are a function of irritations of sensory surfaces 

and internal physical states, then psychological theory will 

not make essential use of the contents of propositional 

attitudes. Appeal to propositions may be made in solving a 

certain problem in specifying the form of such theories; but 

the appeal is not to propositions ~ the contents of 

attitudes, and propositions are themselves eli.minable in 

favor of other sorts of extrinsic indices. In the middle 

sections, we observed that there is a theoretical goal which 

might make essential use of contents, viz., the explanation 

of how a subject comes to be in certain states and behave in 

certain ways in a format that is simply folk psychology made 

rigorous and systematic. This theoretical goal was seen to 
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be in apparent conflict with a methodological principle that 

required psychology's explanatory states 

on the physical/functional states of the 

to be supervenient 

organism. I argued 

that the wiser strategy vis-a-vis the principle is not 

appeasement, but rather a limited rejection of it .. There is 

hope that contents will enter into psychological theories in 

an unproblematic way. Whether the generalizations are 

destined to be "low level" and theoretically unsatisfying 

is, of course, another matter, and beyond the purview of 

this chapter. 



CHAPTER 4 

CONTENT AND CONTEXT SENSITIVITY 

In his book From Folk Psychology to Cognitive 

Science, Stich offers the following argument against the 

incorporation of content attributions in cognitive science. 

1. Content attributions are context sensitive. 

2. The cognitive scientist's attributions of cognitive 

states are, or ought to be, context independent. 

3. The cognitive scientist should void adverting to 

contents in framing his generalizations. 

What does Stich mean by saying that content attributions are 

context sensi ti ve? He means that the truth of a 

propositional attitude report typically can be evaluated 

only relative to a context in which it is made. Why does he 

think that the truth of a propositional attitude report 

typically can be evaluated only relative to a context in 

which it is made? Because he thinks that typically what a 

speaker ~ in uttering a propositional attitude sentence 

can be determined only relative to a context in which the 

sentence is uttered. 

topic of this chapter. 

we should accept (2). 

Why does he think that? That is the 

Before turning to it, let us ask why 

107 
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It is not obvious, on the face of it, why we should 

accept (2). Stich offers little help here, and what help he 

does offer is contained in the following passage: 

[T]o the extent that the theorist's descriptions of 
the psychological states of subjects are not context 
independent, his theory itself is methodologically 
suspect. For in this case the question of whether 
or not a given theoretical generalization applies to 
a gi ven subject may be answered both ~ and .!!.,2., 
depending on the setting in which the theorist asks 
the question. Terms with the acute context sensi
tivity of folk psychological content ascriptions 
make po01 tools for the building of scientific 
theories. 

Stich has not said enough in this passage. Presumably, if 

there is a problem with folk generalizations, it js supposed 

to derive from the fact that folk descriptions are such that 

what they say typically can be determined only relative to 

contexts in which they occur. But, granting this is not 

enough to generate a problem, as far as I can see. Consider 

the ascription in (4). 

1. Ralph believes Quine to be a mystic. 

According to an account of ascriptions discussed in an 

earlier chapter, (4), ~ sentence type, and apart from 

context, expresses no proposi tj on; what is used to say is 

determjned by the context in which it is uttered. Th i sis 

because, according to the account, (4) is to be viewed as 

'containing an implicit indexical component requiring 

1. Stich (1983), p.139. 
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reference to a mode of presentation or type of mode of 

presentation'. And the referent of this indexical component 

typically is to be inferred from the context in which (4) is 

uttered. So, to repeat the proferred examples, an utterance 

of (4) in one context might express the proposition that 

Ralph believes 

myst ic, whi Ie 

that the author of The Ways of Paradox is a 

in another it might express the proposi.tion 

that Ralph believes that the man Ralph saw sitting in a 

lotus position is a mystic. So, there is a certain sense in 

which the question of whether or not (4) applies to Ralph 

may be ~ or .!!.,£, depending on the setting in which it is 

asked, since what proposition (4) expresses depends on the 

setting on which it is uttered. Would this sort of context 

sensitivity of certain propositional attitude sentences 

render such sentences "poor tools" for theory construction? 

Not automatically, at least. For, if we offered (4) in 

conjunction with a statement of those contextual features 

which determine which proposition (4) expresses, or just an 

explicit statement of the mode of presentation under which 

Ralph is being said to believe Quine to be a mystic, then 

there would be a clear answer to the question 'Does Ralph 

believe Quine to be a mystic?', for it would be clear what 

questi on was bei ng asked. I do not thi.nk that there is a 

direct route from the claim that what a proposi.tional 

attitude sentence says typically is deterr:lined relative to 
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context, to the claim that propositional attitude reports 

are poor tools for theory construction in psychology. 

Now, it is not really my intent to challenge the 

route from the claim that what propositional attitude 

context serisitive to the claim sentences are used to say is 

that cognitive theorists ought to avoid such sentences in 

their theorizing. There are different accounts of just how 

what is said in uttering a propositional attitude sentence 

is connected to context, and presumably some accounts would 

render the use of such sentences in psychology more 

problematic than others. It is not entirely clear \'lhether 

Stich's account renders the use of such sentences 

irreparably problematic, and since it is entirely unclear, I 

shall put the question aside. Nor is it my intent to 

challenge the claim per se that what such sentences are used 

to say is 

challenge 

context 

Stich's 

sensitive. I 

route from 

do, however, intend to 

a certain claim about 

propositional sentences to the claim that the truth of a 

propositional attitude sentence typically can be evaluated 

only relative to a context in \~hich the sentence occurs. 

This brings us back to the question of the first paragraph: 

why does Stich think that what a speaker says by uttering a 

propositional attitude sentence typically is determined only 

relative to a context in which the utterance occurs? The 

answer is that the naturalness or appropriateness of a 
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content ascription varies with conversational interests. 

According to Stich, these interests prominently include the 

reference of an internal state of a believer, its narro\v 

causal potential, and the Intentional network in which the 

2 
state is embedded. I shall argue that the fact that the 

naturalness o£ appropriateness of employing a propositional 

a t tit u des e n ten c e can v· a r y a s we v a rye 0 n t ext s by va r yin g 

conversational interests along the above three dimensions, 

fails to provide a convincing case that what a propositional 

attitude sentence is used to say, and thus, its truth value, 

varies \oJ i t h conversational interests in the way Stich 

suggests. In each case presented by Stich, an equally 

plausible account of varying intuitions arises from distin-

guishing two notions, which must be distinguished anyway, 

viz., what makes a propositional attitude sentence true, and 

what makes a propositional attitude sentence pragmatically 

appropriate. Sometimes wielding this distinction enables 

us, i n my vie \v , tog i v e abe t t era c c 0 u n t 0 f v a r yin gin t u i -

tions. Be for e get tin g d 0 \oJ n t 0 cas e s, Ish 0 u 1 del abo rat e a 

bit on these notions. 

2. These factors soon will be discussed in greater 
detail. 
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4.1 Pragmatics 

The study of pragmatics was initiated by the philo-

sopher Charles Norris, who was concerned with the general 

project of semiotics, the science of signs. Morris 

distinguished three fi e 1 d s of study within semiotics, 

t h · I th t d f "the formal relatl'ons of s y n a x, w 1 C 1 was e s u y 0 

si gns to one another," semantics, the study of "the 

relations of signs to the objects to which the signs are 

applicable," and pragmatics, which was to explicate "the 

relations of signs to interpreters.,,3 Renate Bartsch has 

refined the distinction between semantics and pragmatics in 

the following way: 

Semantics is the branch of the study of meaning that 
explicates what expressions contribute to the 
fulfillment conditions of sentences, and especially 
to the truth conditions of indicative sentences. 

Pragmatics is the branch of the theory of meanin~ 

that describes the use that is made of ~xpressions, 
and especially their use in interaction. 

For our purpose, we can distinguish the pragmatic principles 

that can enter into the determination of what a singular 

term refers to, or of what a sentence says, from certain 

other pragmatic principles that govern the use of language. 

Signs" 
3. C. 

(Chicago: 
\v. Morris, "Foundations of 

Chicago UP, 1938), p. 6. 
the Theory of 

4. Renate Bartsch, "Semantical and Pragmatic Cor-
rectness as Basic Notions of the Theory of Meani.ng," Journal 
of Pragmatics (1979), 3. 
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The other principles are ones that govern communicative 

interaction (an element stressed in the above passage). 

But, say i n g t his i s not e n 0 ugh t 0 dis tin g u ish the t \YO kin d s 

of principles, since in such interactions we often say 

things and just as often refer to things. The pragmatic 

principles I have in mind are conversational principles, in 

particular, principles of cooperative communicaUon. They 

are clearly distinguishable from those that apply in the 

contextual determination of what a term refers to, or what a 

sentence is used to say. When Ralph, insufficiently 

acquainted with his word processor, exclaims in private, 

"Oh, Geez, t hat \oJ a s the w ron g but ton ! " , the p r inc i pIe s 

governing the reference of 'that' are in full force. Yet, 

those governing conversational cooperation are inert. It 

makes no sense to say that Ralph, in those ci.rcumstances, 

could fail to cooperate. 

The conversational principles I have in mind are 

well-illustrated by H. P. G 'C 'P' '1 5 
rice s ooperatlve rlnclp e. 

The Cooperative Principle consists of four maxims, as 

follows. 

5. The principle stated above is taken from 
Geoffrey Leech, Principles of Pragmatics (New York: 
Longman, Inc., 1983), p. 8. It is adapted from H. P. Grice, 
"Logic and Conversation" in P. Cole and J. L. Morgan (Eds.), 
Syntax and Sematics 3: Spech Acts (New York: Academjc 
Press, 1975). 
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Quantity: Give the right amount of information: i . e . , 

1. Make your contribution as informative as is required 

(for the purposes of the exchange). 

2. Do not make your contribution more informative than 

is required (for the purposes of the exchange). 

Quantity: Try to make your contri bution one that is 

true: i. e. , 

1. Do not say what you believe to be false. 

2. Do not say that for which you lack adequate 

evidence. 

Relevance: Be relevant. 

Manner: Be perspicuous: i.e., 

1. Avoid obscurity of expression. 

2. Avoid ambiguity. 

3. Be brief. 

4. Be orderly. 

Another crucial notion in pragmatics. one explored 

extensively by Grice, is that of an implicature. Classic 

cases of implicature include the pairs (16) and (17), and 

(18) and (19). (16) implicates (17), 

16. Some of the students failed the exam. 

17. Not all of the students failed the exam. 

and (18) impli cates (19). 
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18. It is possible that over-eating leads to obesity. 

19. It is possible that over-eating does not lead to 

obesity. 

The reason that the implicature hold is that the utterers of 

(16) and (18) have refrained from uttering sentences such as 

(20) and (21), sentences which, being more informative if 

true, ought to have been uttered instead, if true. 

20. All of the students failed the exam. 

21. Necessarily, over-eating leads to obesity. 

Thus, the utterances (16) and (18), in conjunction with the 

assumption that the speakers are being relevantly informa

tive, carries the information that (20) and (21) are false; 

thus, that (17) and (19) are true. In cases of implicature, 

one communicates "more than one actually says" in virtue of 

the fact that one's audience assumes that one is 

cooperating. Classically, in cases of implicature one 

implicates the negative of a stronger claim that one, often 

conspicuously, refrains from making. This last feature, 

possessed by these examples, is one that I shall not be 

concerned to respect when speaking of implicatures. I shall 

be construing implicature broadly. By implicatum', I shall 

mean ~ proposition "that is implied by the utterance of a 

sentence in a context even though that proposition is not a 
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part of nor an entailment of what was actually said.,,6 Let 

us though examine classic cases of implicature more closely. 

Suppose that a speaker utters 'Some of the students 

failed the exam' (without further comment) when in fact it 

is the case (and, we may suppose, the speaker knows that it 

is) that all of the students failed the exam, and the conver-

sationa1 context is such that if the speaker had been 

relevantly informative, he would have uttered instead 'All 

of the students failed the exam.' The speaker has violated 

the maxim of Quantity, and the utterance is thus inappropri-

ate. However, the inappropriateness of the contri bution is 

owed not just to the speaker's failure to be relevantly 

informative; it is o\ved as well to the misleading character 

of the contribution. By failing to abide by the maxim of 

Quantity when his audience is assuming that he is doing so, 

the speaker has, in effect, implicated a certain bit of 

misinformation. He has implicated that it is not the case 

that all of the students failed the exam. A contribution 

then can be rendered unacceptable because, though true, it 

implicates something that is false. This is a feature of an 

inappropriate contribution that I shall highlight. 

6. Gerald Gazdar, Implicature, Presupposition, and 
Logical Form (Reproduced by the Indiana University Linguis-
tic Club, 1977). See p. 49. 
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Now, it is hard to deny that a propositional 

attitude sentence, like virtually any other, can be true yet 

inappropriate. Consider the following conversation: 

A. Does Mary think that the Red Sox will win the 

pennant this year? 

B. Mary thinks that covert aid to Nicaraguan contras is 

unethical. 

Regardless of what B has used this sentence to say, as long 

as he was using the language literally, we may suppose that 

B, in the context, has ascribed a belief to Mary that 

regardless of truth value, is pragmatically inappropriate. 

It constitutes a clear violaUon of the Relevance maxim. 

Here the maxim of Relevance and the maxim of Quality 

conflict. B's response could be appropriate relative to the 

latter maxim, but B so flagrantly violates the former that 

the response gets a very poor rating overall. Propositional 

attitude sentences, again like virtually any other, can also 

be true yet inappropriate due at least in part to the fact 

that its utterances, in the conversational context, has a 

false implicatum. Suppose, for instance, that one day 

George spots Ralph looking depressed and standing on the 

ledge outside the 14th floor of the World Trade Center. 

Alarmed, George rushes up to a 14th floor window, and, 

peering out, queries Ralph about his intentions. He learns 

that Ralph is ravaged by guilt, and intends to "rough 
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himself up a bit." George is amazed to discover that Ralph 

has the unshakable belief that that is all his leap will 

cost him. Indeed, Ralph is quite explicit about his 

intention to die a natural death. Seeing that Ralph is 

about to jump, George phones the police. The following 

conversation ensues between George and the Desk Sergeant: 

G: A man is standing on the ledge of the 14th floor of 

the World Trade Center. 

S: (\vary of saving window washers) Is it clear to you 

that he intends to commit suicide? 

G: Not at all. In fact, he clearly intends to die a 

natural death. 

Here George makes two ascriptions: the negative ascription 

that Ralph does not intend to commit suicide, and the 

positive ascription of his intention to die a natural death. 

Both are true in the context of ascription, and both are 

inappropriate. Let us focus though on the negative ascrip-

tion. The ascription is true but inappropriate relative to 

the demands of the exchange. 

the preceding conversation, 

Here, unlike the ascription in 

the ascription 

irrelevant. After all, George was asked 

is not entirely 

directly about 

Ralph's intention 

the response is 

to commit suicide. 

not entirely relevant 

Yet, clearly enough, 

either. t10 reo v er , 

even if George finally adds that Ralph intends to jump, and 

in doing that will in effect commit suicide, then George's 
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appropriately brief. 

though accurate, will fail to 
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be 

George's contribution is especially 

inappropriate since it implicates something that is false, 

viz., that Ralph does not intend to jump. And, of course, 

the question of Ralph's intention to jump is of paramount 

importance in the conversation. 

Correspondingly, propositional attitude sentences 

can be false but appropriate. The propriety of a false 

ascription may derive, in part, from the fact that, in the 

conversational context, it implicates something that is 

tr ue. So, suppose instead that the conversation has 

unfolded thus: 

G: A man is standing on the 14th floor of the \Vorld 

Trade Center. 

S: Is it clear to you that he intends to commit 

suicide? 

G: Oh yes; in fact I know that he does. 

Here we have a case of an ascription that must be considered 

false in the context of ascription but it is appropriate 

nonetheless. George's contri bution this time is relevant, 

perspicuous, and brief. Furthermore, its appropriateness is 

due, in large part, to the fact that what it implicates, 

viz., that Ralph does intend to jump, is true. I think that 

it is clear that at least sometimes it is important to 

distinguish what makes an ascription true from what makes an 
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ascription pragmatically appropriate. Let us see how this 

distinction might apply to the case offered by Stich to show 

that what a propositional attitude sentence is used to say 

typically can be determined only relative to a context. 

4.2 Stich and Context-Sensitivity 

Again, though, before getting down to cases, we need 

to know what Stich thinks propositional attitude sentences 

generally are used to assert. Stich holds that when we 

a s c rib e bel i e f s , '''' ear e m a kin g s i mil a r i t y j u d g men t s . I n 

particular, we are judging that a person is in a state that 

is simi lar to one of our own. What is it for a state to be 

relevantly similar to another? For Stich, it is for the 

stale to be similar to the other with respect either to 

reference, ideological 

some combination of 

network, or 

the 7 
three. 

narrow causal role, or 

Reference similarity 

obtains when states are about the same object, or objects. 

States are similar in ideological net,vork when they are 

similar with respect to the Intentional network (i.e., 

network of beliefs, desires, intentions, etc.) in which they 

are embedded. The idea is that similarity between the 

belief states of t,,,,o people can be measured, i.n part, in 

terms of convergence in what else they believe. States are 

similar in narro,,,, causal role when they are similar with 

7. Stich (1983), pp. 88-89. 
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respect to the actual and possible relations they enter into 

with sensory stimuli, other internal states, and behavioral 

output. 

similarity 

Similarity judgments are 

in some respect or other. 

always judgments of 

Stich would say that 

belief ascriptions are no exception, and are always 

judgments of similarity with respect to one or more of the 

above dimensions. Stich argues for this claim by noticing 

that the naturalness or appropriateness of an ascription can 

vary according to which of the above dimensions are 

emphasized by our interests in the context, and claims that 

this is evidence for the claim that what the ascription is 

used to say in a context varies according to those 

interests, and claims that this constitutes evidence for the 

claim that ascriptions are used to assert judgments of 

similarity with respect to the dimension(s) emphasized by 

conversational 

ascription. 

interests implicit in the context of 

I do not think that Stich's account of belief ascrip-

tions is correct. 

of his analysis. 

First of all, we must reject the details 

Roughly, when I say of a person S that S 

believes that p (for some p) what I am saying, according to 

Stich, is that: ItS is in a belief state similar to the one 

which would play the central causal role if I were now to 
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produce an utterance of 'pI with a typical causal history.,,8 

The use of the phrase 'typical causal history' is Stich's 

way of imposing a sincerity condition, and thus ruling out 

counterexamples based upon an intention to deceive. Stich 

observes that "most of our assertions are sincere and 

straightforward expressions of belief, ,,9 and claims that 

there is a typical causal pattern underlying such 

assertions, and that "this pattern is the hallmark of 

straightforward sincere . ,,10 
assertlon. The imposition of a 

sincerity constraint, ho\ve v e r , is not enough to secure 

immunity from counterexamples, as we shall now see. 

It is a contingent fact about the belief state that 

hawks soar that English speakers typically express it by 

sincere, assertive utterances of 'Hawks soar'. This is 

because it is a contingent fact about the English sentence 

that it says what it says. The sentence could have been 

used to assert the hummingbirds hover, and English speakers 

could have typically expressed the belief that hummingbirds 

hover by sincere, assertive utterances of 'Hawks soar.' 

Stich's analysis fails as a result of these commonplace 

facts (taken in combination with the fact that, in Stich's 

8. Stich (1983), p. 88. 

9. Stich (1983), p. 80. 

10. SUch (1983), p. 80. 
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suggested the following 
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example, 

sort of 
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while it is 

SChiffer ll has 

counterexample: 

According to Stich, when a person S' asserts that S believes 

that hawks soar, what S' asserts is that S is in a state 

similar in relevant respects to the state which in S' would 

play the central role in a sincere, assertive utterance o-f 

'Hawks soar'. But now suppose that S' has a certain quirk. 

S' would not assertively utter 'Hawks soar' unless it were 

used by English speakers to assert that hummingbirds hover. 

But then it could be false that S believes that hawks soar 

even though it is true that S is in a state simi lar in 

relevant respects to the state which in S' would play the 

central role in a sincere, assertive utterance of 'Hawks 

soar' (and vice-versa). S may fail to believe that hawks 

soar but believe that hummingbirds hover. 

The details of Stich's analysis are thus inadequate. 

Nevertheless, we should separate two claims in Stich's 

account. The first claim is simply that belief ascriptions 

are, at bottom, similarity judgments. The second claim is 

that the analysis of those judgments is as Stich claims. 

Only the second of these has been directly refuted. Of 

course, the counterexample rna y provide an indirect 

11. Schiffer (forthcoming), pp. 8-9. 
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refutation of the first, since it may be that Stich's 

analysis is the only remotely plausible analysis of 

ascriptions according to which the y are similarity 

judgments. I am inclined to think that this is correct, and 

thus that the refutation is already complete. But this is 

not the approach I shall take. Rather, I shall urge that 

Stich's claim that ascriptions are similarity judgments is 
, 

unsubstantiated by the evidence Stich adduces for that 

claim. And the reason for this is that the claim that what 

propositional attitude sentences say is context sensitive is 

unsubstantiated by Stich's case. Thus, we finally turn to 

Stich's evidence. 

I do not think that Stich's cases provide good 

evidence for the claim that the truth of belief ascriptions 

can be evaluated only with respect to a conversational 

context. Indeed, it is fairly easy in Stich's cases to 

separate the question of how one is to evaluate the truth of 

what the ascription says, from the question of its accepta-

bility, or propriety relative to the (conversational) 

context. I shall examine some of Stich's examples wi.th 

these questions in mind. 

S . h ff h f M T.12 .tlC 0 ers t e case 0 rs. r~ r s. The 1 dan 

active interest in politics as a young woman, and was 

12. Stich (1983), p. 55. 
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severe case 

inferential 

happened to 

McKinley, she now responds, "Oh, HcKinley was assassinated." 

But when asked whether an assassinated person dies, or 

whether HcKinley is dead, or even what it is to die, Mrs. T 

replies, "I don It know." The question, does Mrs. T believe 

that McKinley was assassinated? 

According to Stich, of course, the question cannot 

be answered independently of what the ascription says, and 

what the ascription says depends upon what features are 

emphasized in the conversation in which the ascription 

occurs. In contexts which emphasize the ideological isola

t ion 0 f her s tat e , i tis f a 1 s e for u s t 0 say t hat ~1 r s. T 

believes that McKinley was assassinated. This is supposed 

to be due to the fact that such contexts determine that the 

ascription is a judgment of similarity between a certain one 

of our states and hers with respect to ideological network, 

and her state is nothing like ours in that respect. But in 

contexts which emphasize narrow causal role, jt would be 

true for us to say that Mrs. T believes that McKinley was 

assassinated, since such contexts determine that the 

ascription is a judgment of similarity with respect to 

narrow causal role, and her state and a certain one of ours 

are quite similar in that respect. ( R e cal 1 t hat ~1 r s. TIS 
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inferential abilities have remained intact.) Is Stich's 

hypothesis borne out by the evidence? Does the case 

indicate that our evaluation of the !ruth of such an 

ascription really depends upon an embedded discussion? 

I shall not belabor contexts \~hich emphasize the 

ideological isolation of Mrs. T's state. Stich does not 

describe one, and at any rate, I find it quite natural to 

say that Mrs. T does not believe that McKinley was 

assassinated. However, I think that our inclination to say 

that she does not hold the belief derives not so much from 

the fact that she is dissimilar to us in ideological network 

as from the ~ in which we differ. We feel that no one in 

fact believes that anyone was assassinated without realizing 

that that person is dead, or without even knowing what it is 

to be dead. For we feel that anyone who believes that 

someone was assassinated has at least a rough idea of what 

it is to be assassinated, and one who has a rough idea of 

what it is to be assassinated knows that an assassinated 

person has been killed, and one who knows that a person has 

been ki.lled, knows that the person is dead. We feel that 

Mrs. T does not hold the belief in question because she 

hasn't the slightest inkling of what's involved in an 

assassination. Notice that if this is the source of our 

inclination, then Mrs. T's condition would not have to be 

emphasized in a context in order for us to balk at ascribing 
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the belief to her; it would not only to be pointed out. A 

more interesting challenge to Stich's hypothesis would be 

the construction of a context in which we judge that Mrs. T 

does hold the belief in question. For we have antecedent 

doubts about r1rs. T simply as a result of evidence we have 

about her condition. Thus, the context I shall belabor is 

one in which we are supposed to have an intuition that 

I1rs. T does believe that HcKinley was 

doing so, I would like to make two 

preceding discussion. 

assassinated. Before 

points concerning the 

First, I located our reluctance to ascribe to Mrs. T 

the bel i eft hat t1 c Kin ley was ass ass ina ted i nth e fee lin g 

that no one in fact believes that without appreciating that 

r1c Kin ley i s d e ad. T his may be b e c a use we fee 1 t hat par t 0 f 

what it is to believe that HcKinley was assassinated is to 

believe that he is dead; or, we may just have the weaker 

conviction that no one would believe the one without 

believing the other. I shall not speculate on which convic-

tion, the logical or the psychological one, underlies our 

reluctance. Nor am I concerned to defend either conviction. 

The important point for our purposes is that if either of 

these convictions (or some ~ixture of the two) is the source 

of our reluctance to attribute the belief in question to 

Mrs. T, then what we ultimately 

not strictly a function of 

ought to say about Mrs. T is 

conversational context. I 



128 

suspect that one or the other (or both) of these convictions 

is behind our evaluation of the truth of the conviction, and 

thus I would predict that the worry about Mrs. T that it 

(/they) engenders carries over into contexts that 

deemphasize her condition. 

Second, it must be appreciated that explaining our 

resistance in the Mrs. T case in terms of the way in which 

she differs from us is not tantamount to conceding that 

belief ascriptions are simi larly judgments in the intended 

sense. From the observation that we judge something not to 

be an F because it is dissimilar in some crucial respect to 

other Fls, it cannot be deduced that judging something to be 

an F is a similarity judgment, in the intended sense. For, 

there still may be more to being an F than just being 

similar to other things (that are Fls) in some contextually 

salient respect. Suppose I judge that something is not a 

lemon because it lacks the characteristic look and feel of a 

lemon. Clearly it does not follow that judging something to 

be a lemon is a similarity judgment. Nothing is a lemon 

simply in virtue of being similar to other things which are 

lemons in look and feel, and this is so even though there 

are contexts in which those features may be particularly 

salient. (Consider, for example, a wax lemon used as a prop 

in a play.) Accordingly, one must not suppose that explain

ing our reluctance to ascribe the relevant belief to Mrs. T 
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by appealing to a crucial respect in which she is dissimilar 

to use is simply to concede Stich's position. These remarks 

having been made, Ie t us tu rn to the context which 

supposedly provokes the intuition that Mrs. T does believe 

that McKinley was assassinated. 

The context portrays Mrs. T as the subject of a 

h I . 13 psyc 0 ogy experlment. We are to imagine Mrs. T being led 

into a room where she sees her beloved husband strapped to a 

chair, and wired to a machine. Before her is a panel with 

two buttons. She is told that her husband is receiving 

shocks, and that if McKinley was assassinated, she must push 

the red button to stop the shocks; if ~1cKinley was not 

assassinated, she must push the green button. Mrs. T rushes 

to push the red button. "Here," says Stich, "it is all but 

impossible to resist the inclination to say that she pushes 

the red button because she believes that McKinley was 

assassinated.,,14 The proffered explanation is that "the 

context emphasizes the importance of the (ex hypothesi 

normal) inferential connections of Mrs. T's belief and 

deemphasizes 

. 1 . ,,15 lSO atlon. 

the importance of 

13. Stich (1983), p. 94. 

14. Stich (1983), p. 94. 

15. Stich (1983), p. 94. 

her belief's doxastic 
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Stich's inclination here is hardly irresistible. 

Whatever is to be gleaned from Stich's description of the 

context, 

believes 

on balance one could still doubt that Mrs. T 

that McKinley was assassinated. Moreover, a 

certain reserve in ascribing beliefs to Mrs. T is perfectly 

compatible with being able to imagine conversational 

contexts in which it is "natural to say" that she believes 

that McKinley was assassinated. Not everything that is 

natural to say is strictly accurate. It is compatible even 

with the utility of the ascription; after all, a certain 

range of Mrs. T's behavior can be predicted from the 

assumption that she believes that McKinley was assassinated. 

(Stich's case turns on this feature.) But, of course, the 

general fact that a false sentence can implicate a true one 

shows that not all useful or appropriate contributions are 

true ones. 

So far, there is no compelling case that belief 

ascriptions are context-sensitive in the requisite sense. 

Note that there is a certain irony in Stich's case which 

further undermines his conclusions. The irony is that the 

context is one of scientific inquiry. As casual observers, 

we may find it natural to explain Mrs. T' s behavior by 

saying that she believes that McKinley was assassinated; but 

the psychologist conducting the exp~riment most likely will 

be somewhat less casual in formulating the results of the 
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experiment. Mrs. T is obviously an abnormal subject, and 

certainly would be treated as such as psychologists, even if 

not by casual observers who stumble upon the experiment. A 

scientific study of Mrs. TI s condition that is concerned 

with what propositional attitudes, if any, ought to be 

ascribed to one so afflicted, in effect will combine as many 

possible contexts of ascriptions as are manageable into a 

larger evidential context. Serious judgments, one would 

think, would come as a result of balancing data gleaned over 

a period of time from a series of carefully documented 

conversations with the subject. In particular, they \'iould 

not come from feelings about what is 

say provoked by brief philosophers I 

one could hold, quite reasonably, 

legitimate, an d sometimes required, 

contexts 

natural or all right to 

scenarios. In short, 

that it is 

that one extend 

clearly 

beyond 

(for in evaluating particular conversational 

truth-value) the claim that 

Stich might reply 

someone holds a certain belief. 

about Mrs. TIs belief in 

that, in retaining one I s reserve 

the face of its being natural and 

sometimes appropriate to the demands of a conversation to 

say that she believes that McKinley was assassinated, all 

one is doing is carrying the emphasis on Mrs. TIs condition 

into a context in which it is supposed to be 

This reply misses the point of the objection. 

been that the existence of contexts in which 

de-emphasized. 

The point has 

it is natural 
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to say that Mrs. l' believes that McKinley was assassinated 

as well as contexts in which it is natural to say that she 

does not is perfectly compatible with our being able to make 

a balanced decision on Mrs. T's propositional attitudes. 

And Stich's case is designed only for provoking intuitions 

about what it is natural to say in a given scenario. 

Stich's claim that what an ascripUon says is relative to 

conversational emphasis is unsubstantiated by the case of 

Mrs. l' since one must still make the inference from the fact 

that the propriety, or naturalness of an ascription is 

context sensitive to the conclusion that the truth of an 

ascription, or what it says, is context sensitive. And t h i. s 

inference is questionable in light of the fact that our 

intuitions can be handled equally well by distinguishing 

sharply between what makes an ascription true and what makes 

an ascription pragmatically appropriate. 

even more clearly in the next case. 

This will emerge 

Stich presents other cases designed to provoke 

intuitions either way depending on whether inferential role 

or ideological network is emphasized. For example, he 

describes a child who has heard and "accepted" the sentence 

though "largely innocent of physics." 16 The 'E 2 me 

argument he offers for the context-sensitivjty of the 

16. SVich (1983), pp. 86, 9L~. 
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evaluation of the truth of the ascription is susceptible to 

the above criticisms. One can continue, across conversa-

tional contexts, to be disturbed by the child's innocence of 

physics, and thus be inclined to deny the attribution of the 

belief that E = mc 2 . This, again, is compatible with there 

being contexts in which it seems appropriate to ascribe the 

belief. The context designed to provoke the favorable 

intuition is the context of a quiz show. Two people have 

been assigned the task of making up the questions. One of 

the two knows one of the contestants (the child in question) 

and the two have agreed, for whatever reason, that if it is 

suspected that the child knows the answer to one of the 

questions, it should be so noted. As it happens, Einstein's 

famous equation arises as a possible source for questions. 

The one says to the other, "Oh, Junior knows that E = mc 2 ." 

Of course, in the context this is a natural thing to say. 

It is also quite appropriate since it conforms quite well to 

the demands of the conversation: it is brief and to the 

point (i.e., it is relevantly informative). The ascription 

is to the point because it suggests, among other things, 

that Junior 

true that E 

will reply affirmatively if asked whether it is 

2 
= mc. But, one could, with some plausibility I 

think, say that this case is just another instance of a 

false assertion being pragmatically appropriate because it 

implicates something which is both true and important 
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relative to the demands of the conversation. In this case, 

it is that the child believes that the sentence 'E = mc 2 , is 

true. Once again, Stich has 

alternative to his assessment of 

overlooked 

the case. 

a compelling 

(Perhaps we 

should say as well that Mrs. T's behavior in the control 

room is to be explained by reference to the belief that 

'McKinley was assassinated' is true. This is a promising 

start, but we should expect there to be difficulties since, 

after all, Mrs. T is abnormal in the extreme.) 

The second sort of case I shall consider is designed 

to show how emphasis on different aspects within a single 

dimension can pull our intuitions on similar cases in 

opposite directions. The single dimension in the case I 

shall consider is narrow causal role. Allegedly, when the 

context emphasizes input, we get one intuition; but when the 

inferential connections, we get the context emphasizes 

opposite intuition. The case unfolds as follows. 

Peter, a store clerk, suffers unknowingly from a 

case of severe red-green colorblindness. The day after 

Christmas, Peter and a co-worker are taking down the store's 

Christmas tree, having been instructed to place the green 

balls into one box, the red ones in another. Peter's 

co-worker, Greg, notices after a while that Peter often 

places green balls in the red ball box and vice-versa. 

Finally, after observing Peter place a bright green 
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Christmas ball in the red ball box, Greg exclaims, "Peter, 

you can't really believe that ball is red. There must be 

something wrong with your eyes." Says Stich, "we are 

inclined to agree that Greg's characterization of Peter's 

state is quite 
. ,,17 

approprlate. In this context, we are 

disinclined to attribute to Peter the belief that the ball 

in question is red. 

Now suppose that Peter has recently acquired a job 

as a night attendant at a chemical factory, and has been 

given the following j,nstructions: If the alarm rings, he is 

to rush into the control room and push the red lever. One 

day the bell rings, and Peter rushes into the control room. 

As it happens, there is a pile of papers obscuring the red 

lever. The green lever is in full view, however. Peter 

pushes this lever, with disastrous results. How do \oJe 

explain Peter's action? Says Stich, "it would be entirely 

natural to say that he did it because he believed the lever 

was d 
,,18 

re . 

Stich's diagnosis of the varying intuitions is that 

the first context emphasizes Peter's anomalous visual percep-

tion, while the second emphasizes inferential connections 

17. Stich (198), pp. 67-68. 

18. Stich (1983), p. 68. 
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"much the same as what would be exhibited by our belief that 

the lever was red.,,19 

Let us focus on the first context. Does Peter 

believe that the decoration in question is red? Stich's 

answer is that, relative to the context, Peter does not. 

But it seems obvious that he could hold the belief in 

question, and that there really is no way to tell, given 

Stich's limited description of the circumstances. Peter 

could believe that the ball is red simply because he might 

have inferred it from a belief that red Christmas balls tend 

to be larger than green ones in conjunction with an 

observation that the ball in question is comparatively quite 

large. Or perhaps Peter is guided by an "intuition," the 

source of which he does not question. Despi te wha tever 

discomfort we may feel in ascribing the belief to Peter, he 

very well may hold it, and further evidence may convince us 

that he does. Again, Stich appears to make the unsupported 

assumption that we cannot extend beyond a particular 

conversational context to make a balanced decision on 

someone's propositional attitudes. Moreover, nothing in the 

case is likely to dispossess his opponent of the view that a 

responsible decision on Peter's propositional attitudes can 

only be rna de relative to an enlarged context which 

19. Stich (1983), p. 93. 
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encompasses more data on what is going through Peter's mind 

as he sorts. 

To be sure, we are uncomfortable in ascribing the 

belief to Peter. But this is only because we are not told ---
that Peter discriminates among the decorations on any other 

basis than their color. And since all of the decorations 

appear to be the same color to Peter, it is somewhat of a 

mystery why he even exhibits sorting behavior in the first 

place. But notice that engendering discomfort by presenting 

a mysterious case is a far cry from showing that belief 

ascriptions are similarity judgments, or that, more 

generally, they are such that what they are used to say 

typically is determined only relative to a context. Stich's 

first context presents us with muddled data at best. 

My analysis of our discomfort in this first context 

squares with our intuitive judgment in the second context. 

In the first, we are uncomfortable in ascribing a belief to 

Peter because, given his condition, we would not expect him 

to be discriminating among the balls. Rather, we would 

expect him to be puzzled, and ultimately to discover his 

condition. But, in the second, we would expect Peter to 

believe that the lever was red. After all, he believed that 

the control room contained a red lever, and the lever he 

pushed was the only lever he saw which appeared to him the 

way that red things appear to him. His action ha d 
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disastrous results because, unfortunately, green le v e r s 

appear to him in the same way. 

I could present more of Stich's cases, but my 

criticism would be the same. The cases support his view 

only insofar as one makes the unsupported assumption that we 

cannot extend bejond, and sometimes combine, particular 

conversational contexts in gathering data for our belief 

ascriptions. Or, to state the matter more generally, the 

cases support his view only insofar as one conflates the 

conditions under \oJhich ascriptions are "natural" or 

"appropriate" with the conditions under which they are true. 

Is it just a standoff then between Stich and one who 

would wield the distinction between truth and pragmatic 

appropriateness for propositional attitude ascriptions in 

accounting for the intuitions he attempts to provoke? Not 

really. After all, Stich's opponent here is just 

assimilating propositional attitude ascriptions to so many 

other assertions which they at least superficially resemble, 

and for which the distinction clearly holds. It is Stich 

who is doing the special 

against his position has 

pleading here. 

been that the 

And one complaint 

cases take us no 

farther than the claim that sometimes it is natural to say 

that one holds a certain belief, and sometimes not. And 

that is simply not far enough. 
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Of course, I think that Stich has got a hold of a 

genuine and interesting phenomenon. I find no real fault in 

his display of intuitions about acceptability or naturalness 

that vary with conversational emphasis. It is short-sighted 

though to think that there is an easy route from these 

intuitions 

ascriptions 

to 

are 

the thesis 

similarity 

that propositional 

judgments. There is 

attitude 

no such 

route precisely because there is no direct route from 

variable intuitions on acceptability to the thesis that what 

a propositional attitude ascription sa ys varies with 

conversational context. 

In conclusion, I do not think that Stich has estab

lished that the truth first premise of his argument against 

the employment of content ascriptions in psychology. As I 

noted at the outset, I do not even take it to be obvious 

that context sensitivity would render content ascriptions 

unsuitable for a role in the construction of psychological 

theories. What I have tried to suggest in this thesis, in 

addition to the details along the way, is that the role of 

content of the construction of psychological theories is 

genuinely an open question. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

We began by noting that propositional attitudes have 

played a central role in the articulation of many of our 

major theories, both in philosophy and the social sciences; 

and that, until relatively recently, psychology was a 

pro min en ten try on the lis t 0 f soc i a 1 8 C i e nee s i !I W h i c h 

propositional attitudes occupied center stage. We also 

noted that, with the rise of behaviorism in the twentieth 

century. psychologists began to make a self-conscious effort 

to expunge mentalistic notions from their theorizjng. 

Behaviorism, though, has failed. Psychology therefore is 

again experiencing "formative years," and t\vO themes have 

caught the interest of philosophers. The first is that 

psychological theories evidently most exploit a vast array 

of relations obtaining among internal states. The second is 

that the use of mentalistic idioms seems to be explicit in 

much of current theorizing. These two observations have led 

philosophers to wonder about the probable as well as the 

proper role of propositional attitudes and their contents in 

future psychological theories. Part of the philosophical 

endeavor is to discern what sorts of theory psychologists 

140 
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now are engaged in constructing, and to discern what role, 

if any, propositional attitudes and their contents might 

play in theories of those sorts. The other part of the 

endeavor is to determine whether propositional attitudes and 

their contents ought to pay a role in theory construction in 

psychology. 

In the second chapter, I outlined two 'sorts of 

theory that psychologists might now want to construct. The 

first \vas a miniP.1al functional theory, a theory which 

details how the outputs of a systeP.1 are a function of its 

inputs and internal states, with inputs construed as 

irri tations of sensory surfaces, and outputs construed as 

bodily moveP.1ents. hie located a role for propositions in 

specifying the form of such theories, and noted that this 

would provide a role for the contents of propositional 

attitudes on the construal of them as relations to 

propositions. We noted though that this would not provide a 

role for contents the contents of propositional 

attitudes, since (i) what content a propositional attitudes 

has does not supervene on the minimal functional properties 

of a subject, and (ii) thus there will be a significant 

degree of arbitrariness in what proposition one chooses to 

index minimal functional roles. In addition, it was 

observed that, within the context of a minimal functional 

theory, there are as many ways to eliminate the appeal to 
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contents as there are equally or more suitable sets of 

extrinsic indices of functional roles. (Chapter 3 was 

devoted, in part, to substantiating (i).) The other sort of 

theory was propositional attitude psychology, which is folk 

theory deepened and made rigorous. Folk theory apparently 

appeals to the contents of propositional attitudes ~ the 

contents of the attitudes, and thus apparently provides a 

distinguished 

psychological 

discussion, 

and ineliminable 

theories. \<Je 

that the most 

role for 

allowed, 

serious 

contents in future 

for the sake of 

obstacle to th is 

conception was a certain principle pertaining to what states 

ought to be of theoretical concern to psychologists, a 

principle of individualism in psychology. Chapter 3 was 

devoted to two basic questions concerning this principle. 

The first issue addressed in Chapter 3 was whether 

we could find a suitable account of modes of presentation, 

and if so, whether it could support the claim that folk. 

explanations are in no violation of the principle of 

individualism. This investigation proceeded within first a 

propositionalist, an d then a sententialist framework. 

Within the proposjtionalist framework, we considered the 

description theory and a proposal of percepts for modes of 

presentation in perceptual beliefs and the description 

theory and a proposa 1 

ahout natural kinds. 

of perceptual concepts for beliefs 

Within the "language of thought" 
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framework, we considered causal chains and conceptual roles 

as modes of presentation. Quite apart from the question of 

supervenience and the truth of methodological principles in 

psychology, we found reasons to be doubtful about all 

proposals with one exception. The exception is the 

conceptual role proposal. Although I am wary of that 

proposal as well, I left the criticisms to others, and noted 

the consequences of the view for our broader concern. The 

result of our inquiry was that the attempt to show that folk 

explanations can accommodate the principle of individualism 

in psychology is very unlikely to succeed. 

The second issue addressed in Chapter 3 was the 

t rut h 0 f the p r inc i pIe 0 fin d i v i d u ali s min p s y c hoI 0 g Y . v] e 

considered and undermined two philosophical arguments for 

the principle, and recognized the wisdom of the position 

that what states ought to be of concern to the psychologist 

should be answered, at least in part, by seeing what states 

are of concern to working psychologists. This led us to the 

question of how best to construe the employment of folk 

language in current theorizing. According to Stich, we 

should view psychologists as committed to the computational 

paradigm, and, accordingly, we should view folk language as 

employed in a way that "systematically filters out non

individualistic criteria of individuation" for the states 

that are their concern. In other words, according to Stich, 
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the appeal to contents that we can casually observe in 

current theorizing is not an appeal to them ~ the contents 

of propositional attitudes. But, we saw that another 

question arises as well, viz., whether or not we could 

specify a 

that could 

possible desideratum of a psychological theory 

not be met by a computational theory, and which 

required an ineliminable appeal to contents. The suggested 

desideratum was the explanation of behavior under inten-

tional and/or relational construals. An argument against 

this suggestion, offered by Stich, was examined and rejecte~ 

and a limited rejection of the principle was advocated. I 

claimed that, at any rate, this much was clear with respect 

to the principle: rejection is a more defensible optJon 

than accommodation. 

The apparent failure of folk explanations was seen, 

in Chapter 4, not to be the only potential stumbling block 

to their incorporation into a serious scientific psychology. 

Stich has suggested that the "acute context sensitivity" of 

propositional attitude attributions renders them " po 0 r 

tools" for theory construction. We saw that there is no 

direct route from the context sensitivity of an attribution 

to an unfavorable appraisal of its scientific utility, but 

t his poi n t \.; d s not pre sse d . The point that was pressed was 

that there is no direct route from the claim that what is 

appropriate or "natural to say" in the case of propositional 
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attitude ascriptions is context sensitive to the claim that 

what is said in uttering a propositional attitude sentence 

is likewise context sensitive. I did not, however, accuse 

Stich of failing to recognize this fact. I did fault his 

methodology though, since it seemed to me that in each of 

Stich's cases there was an equally and sometimes more 

compelling account of intuitions that was not adequately 

taken into account in Stich's discussion. 

I did not, and could not, discuss all of the issues 

pertaining to the suitability or necessity of appealing to 

propositional attitudes and their 

explanations. But, with respect 

contents in psychological 

to the issues that I dj d 

address, I would conclude that the question of their role in 

future psychology is genuinely open. 
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