Truth-conditions, conceptual buffers and tensed belief
Abstract:

This paper discusses Perry’s conceptual folders (or ‘buffers’) framework for analyzing the contents of beliefs (explicated in his (2002) book Knowledge, Possibility & Consciousness) and attempts to form an account of the nature of tensed belief based on the framework. I argue that following Perry's framework can give us a tenseless account of tensed belief that keeps the essential indexicality of the belief intact, while making progress in depicting the rational process involved resulting in timely action. However, I conclude that such an account is ultimately incomplete due to its reliance on the truth-conditional method of describing a belief’s contents, as well as its inability to describe temporal perception episodes.
0. Tensed Belief in a tenseless world 

The tenseless B-theory of time has a problem in accounting for timely actions produced by tensed beliefs usually expressed with temporal indexicals. For instance, beliefs that only have tenseless contents cannot easily explain why the subject is rationally compelled to run in the following case:
[CLASS]
I am an absent-minded graduate student who wakes up relatively late one morning for class. I think the thought I would express by saying: ‘The class is starting now’. Consequently, I decide to run faster to catch the bus and the last part of the class. If this thought is a belief then it is belief: 

(n) that the class is starting [now]. 

All the while though I might have had the following belief:

(n*) that the class is starting at 10.30am.
In contrast to (n), belief (n*) will not lead to timely action if I do not know exactly what time it is.
But it is notable that a similar issue occurs in case:
[MESS]

As I push a supermarket cart I hear “Vasilis is making a mess” without necessarily apprehending that I am making a mess. If I believe that the announcer is truthful, I might easily believe                    
(I*): that Vasilis is making a mess
When I realize they are talking about me, I believe          (I): that I am making a mess. 

Consequently, I check my supermarket cart. 
In [MESS] I will not check my cart until I know that it is me who is making the mess; analogously in [CLASS] I will not run until I realize that the time of the class is now. If we have an ‘essential indexical’ in [MESS] (the first-person term ‘I’), it seems that we have an essential indexical in [CLASS] – the term ‘now’. The term ‘now’ in the belief’s description however seems to contrast with a tenseless view of time, according to which there is no such thing in the world as an absolute present. This paper investigates if the analogy of [CLASS] to [MESS] can be used to present a tenseless account of tensed belief that would explain timely action. Specifically it checks if Perry’s (2002) view on the essential indexical can shed some light on the issue of the causal role of beliefs like (n).
1. Perry’s Contents 

Perry’s strategy usually posits that beliefs expressed in statements with indexicals, like belief (I) in [MESS], have a common belief object with beliefs expressed in statements without indexicals, like belief (I*) in [MESS]. However, the subjects having these beliefs are in different ‘belief states’. As first noted in Perry (1979), this particular difference in characteristics is to be used to explain the lack, or apparent lack, of relevant human action. The approach could be seen as more or less Fregean. A common belief content is believed under a different mode of presentation: “We use the manner of presentation to individuate psychological states, in explaining and predicting action”
. The later Perry ((1997, (1998), (2002), (2005)) attempts to move deeper into understanding the cognitive properties of indexical beliefs by describing belief episodes in a manner that stays close to commonsense psychology, and does not relegate the explanation to some deeper level of psychology or remain content in describing semantic properties of indexical sentences. 

The first detail to be aware of when discussing Perry (2002) is a change in terminology. When discussing belief and its properties Perry for the most part avoids referring to singular propositions, characters or modes of presentation, instead using the term ‘contents’ to describe all of these entities, as well as Fregean ‘privileged perspectives’
. According to Perry, beliefs, desires and sentences all have a variety of ‘contents’ which are, roughly, truth conditions: 
Content is a way of classifying cognitive and linguistic events by their truth conditions (and success conditions more generally). … I propose to discover content with a formula I call the “content analyzer”:   (CA): Given such and such, φ is true iff so and so. (Perry 2002: 125)
Sentences in this picture can have at least two kinds of content. One content would roughly correspond to the question “who is saying the sentence”, and Perry calls it the ‘reflexive’ content. A different one would correspond to the question “what is the sentence saying”, which Perry calls the ‘subject matter’ content (hereafter SMC). 
Correspondingly, beliefs have a hierarchy of contents, found by analyzing each belief’s different truth-conditions. Here the SMC is the highest level of content and is revealed by the truth conditions resolving what the belief is about
. An uncontroversial example would be my belief that Vasilis Tsompanidis is clever. The belief is true iff the object Vasilis Tsompanidis has the property of cleverness; hence its SMC is the singular proposition <[VT], clever>.

A different kind of belief content appears when we analyze a belief b1, believed by me when I express a piece of information I know by asserting “Dretske wrote Knowledge & the Flow of Information” (hereafter K&FI). Besides its SMC, belief b1 has at least one more “reflexive” content, corresponding to a different truth-condition. The belief’s “reflexive” truth condition is roughly 

(CAb1): Given that I am intelligent, etc, b1 is true iff my notion of Dretske is of the object that wrote K&FI. 
Belief b1 is true if the sense, or the concept, or the mode of presentation, I use to refer to Dretske can indeed be used to refer to this object. These reflexive contents resemble Kaplanian characters – or rather their equivalent in the realm of thought, notions and concepts. They are ‘reflexive’ because they contain a part of the thought itself (the notion/concept used) as a constituent. 
Now let’s see belief b2, one I could possibly have when Dretske is in front of me, utters “I wrote K&FI”, and I believe what he is telling me. The reflexive truth condition of b2 is roughly

(CAb2): Given that I am intelligent, etc, b2 is true iff my perceptual buffer is of the object that wrote K&FI. (Perry 2002: 131, my emphasis)
(CAb1) can be applicable when (CAb2) is not, and vice versa. Hence we have two different reflexive contents even though b1 and b2 share the same subject matter content - that Dretske wrote K&FI. In the Dretske case the total belief b1 is different from b2. The reason is that its total truth conditions are different than the belief I had before; it has a different reflexive content. If I wish to congratulate the author of K&FI, I will extend my hand to congratulate the man I see in front of me (Dretske) when I have belief b2, but not necessarily when I have belief b1. Only if my present perception is of the author of K&FI will the hand-shaking directed by my present perception be a way of shaking hands with the author of K&FI. 
With this theory Perry attempts to explain the difference in causal roles by pointing to different belief states, and their difference is shown by the fact that they have different truth conditions. Same belief states, on the other hand, would have all of the same contents, all of the same truth-conditions, and -one would suppose- all of the same actions resulting from them. The ‘buffer’ mentioned in (CAb2) is Perry’s attempt to pinpoint in the mind the differences in reflexive content between two beliefs that have the same subject matter content. If the thoughts are different they should contain some different ‘elements of thought’
. These elements are for Perry 

the first floor ideas, the buffers that collect information about things that play certain roles in our life, such as the object we see, the object we touch. On my view this includes the self-notion: the object we are identical to. (Perry 2002: 130), my emphasis. 

Armed with this new theory, we should have the means of explaining at least our paradigmatic case [MESS]. Following Perry’s description above, in [MESS] the subject can be in various belief states involving his “self-notion”, what I will call the EGO-buffer
. There is information he learns that is directly classified under it: that he is touching a cart, that he feels happy, arguably that it smells nice in the supermarket (to him). Moreover, any desire or belief he entertains about himself using the self-notion will be immediately associated with all the other beliefs using the self-notion. And this is why my belief (I) would directly result in my checking the cart. If I have the desire not to make a mess, it is classified under my EGO-buffer as well. It is a desire I could express by saying “I wish I would not make a mess”. As such, it can be easily combined with (I) in [MESS] to result in my action of checking the cart I am pushing. In contrast, having belief (I*) will not make me check the cart because I classify it under a quite different conceptual buffer: one referring to an object called “Vasilis”. The two beliefs do not have any different subject matter contents, for both their SMC is <Vasilis, mess-making>. But their total truth-conditions are different as they have different reflexive contents: (I) is true iff my self-notion is of the guy making a mess, while (I*) is true iff my concept ‘Vasilis’ is of the guy making a mess. Only the first reflexive content closes the gap between my desires and my action of checking the cart. If my self-notion really is of the guy making a mess, the cart checking directed by it will be a first step to satisfy my desire not to make a mess. 

2. Tensed Belief
Perry (2002) explicitly claims that the framework can be used to describe cases of indexical belief usually expressed through temporal indexicals. If we use the [MESS] explanation template we should be able to explain case [CLASS] by analyzing the subject as having two distinct beliefs (n) and (n*), even if their subject matter content can be thought to be the same – that the class is starting at 10.30am. Of course, to pinpoint the exact differences in reflexive content we would need something like the self notion involved in [MESS]. The obvious explication using the tools of the (2002) theory is to posit a now concept or now buffer that is assigned information in a different way than a @10.30am notion. Then the reflexive contents of (n) and (n*) from [CLASS] differ thusly: (n) is T iff my now-notion is of the class start, while (n*) is T iff my “@10.30am” notion is of the class start. Moreover, belief (n) is associated with other desires and beliefs utilizing the now buffer, for instance my desire to be on time for my class (e.g. my belief that if my class is starting now, I need to run). Belief (n*) is usually not associated with these desires, so timely action does not necessarily follow. We have a clear difference between tensed belief and tenseless belief that can be used to explain the fact that timely action follows from the first but not the second type of beliefs
.
3. Virtues 

I mentioned in the beginning that an account of tensed belief based on Perry (2002)’s framework can be used by a tenseless B-theory of time. In order to do this, the account should use only tenseless (B-theoretic) facts and properties, while A-facts or A-properties should not be treated as fundamental. In our account facts and properties could be associated with just the SMC of a belief, in which case they could be restricted to date-theoretic B-facts and properties. Alternatively, the Perry-like B-theorist could avoid talking about facts or properties altogether, since this account is one of thoughts, and not statements or sentences. In general, the now cognitive buffer is always a mental structure belonging to a person, not an A-theoretic entity in the ‘external world’, like the present is for a Presentist. As described here and Perry (2002) such a mental entity is perfectly compatible with ordinary B-theoretic metaphysics, as it does not use A-notions or is committed to the existence of A-facts or properties. 
The account also avoids some of the problems associated with old attempts to expand a B-theory of time
, by taking some distance from the linguistic expression of the tensed belief. As the failure of these accounts has shown, accounting for tensed belief should not be sentence-relative or utterance-relative, as a subject might not utter anything and still have a tensed belief. Translatability or meaning equivalence claims should therefore be avoided. By adhering to the psychological level, our theory can avoid utterance-relative translation claims. Similarly we can avoid meaning equivalences. It is clear for instance that by saying “the class is starting now” we do not mean that “the class is starting at the same time as this thought” (or sentence, or utterance), even if these two sentences can be seen as having the same SMC.
The account can also be utilized in explaining cross-linguistic variation in the expression of a tensed belief. I think that a correct account should not just rely on explaining the verb mechanism utilized in linguistic expressions of the belief in English, as the explanation of tensed belief should not be tied to a particular language. Cross-linguistic variation is secured in Perry (2002), since the linguistic element immediately drops out of the explanation.  We have here a description of beliefs at the level of truth-conditions and/or conceptual buffers involved. Both of these levels can be explored in beliefs of, say, speakers of the Guaraní tenseless language, which does not use verbal tenses to express thoughts about times
.

Maybe the most important virtue of this account is that it gives us a first depiction of how temporal information is represented in thought. This is important, as tenseless theories of tensed beliefs often tend to underplay the element of representation in their explanation. Mellor for example denies any need to talk about representations by, possibly inconsistently, stating that timely action caused by a tensed belief is (i) a biological feature of human organisms (Mellor 1998b) and/or (ii) secured by the time of tensed belief tokens being the same as the time of the action tokens (Mellor 1991). Neither explanation captures or even models the private perspective involved in a tensed belief that would make a timely decision reasonable. (i) relegates the explanation of timely action to biological functions, and (ii) to causation-explanations. Hence they are both non-psychological, non-representational explanations
. This paper’s account in contrast nominates the now buffer as the representational element of a tensed belief. If correct, it brings us closer to understanding why timely actions happen and why they seem rational to the subject. 

4. Defects 
4.1. Vagueness. 

Perry’s (2002) theory makes good progress in describing issues connected to indexical belief in a psychologically realistic way. But in a sense the account is incomplete. In particular, the apparatus of conceptual folders and buffers leaves significant issues unexplained. For instance, Perry has not explained clearly the ontology of these entities that populate his reflexive contents. What exactly is a conceptual buffer? Is the structure literally a part of our thoughts, in which case it would have physical existence for a physicalist as Perry (2002) wants to establish, or is it an abstraction that helps theorizing, in which case it could point to a functional element of thought? More specifically, what exactly is the now buffer I nominated as explaining timely action in [CLASS]? Perry (1998) describes the buffer as both now[moment of thought] and now[present time]. Can those be distinct buffers involved in a rational subject’s present-tensed belief? In this case, do we have distinct beliefs that might lead to distinct actions? So far no clear answers to any of these questions have been provided. 
In a sense the vagueness of the ’buffer’ theory is removed when the thought analyzed is a perceptual thought about a clear object in the world, like Dretske, or ‘the man in my field of vision’
. But times are not clearly objects; they might not even be consistently represented as objects in a rational subject’s thoughts. So does a subject have to have a time-specific now buffer associated with every tensed belief? It might be plausible to argue that all events thought are thought as of occurring at a specific time; but it is not clear that all events have to be associated in thought with a clear and distinct time-specific buffer collecting information about a day or time. I conclude that, at least in case [CLASS], Perry owes us a better explanation of the now buffer involved.

4.2. Temporal Perception
Concentrating as Perry does in conceptual buffers creates an additional problem. The explanation of timely action seems to be too conceptual. As such, it cannot be straightforwardly associated with perception and cognitively automatic timely action. I believe that the ideal account should give some priority to temporal information gained in an immediate way from the environment, akin to the spatial information gained in instances of perception. For instance, when I see a tiger running at me my perceptual representation is immediately associated with the timely action of fleeing – and if I have a tensed thought at that time the thought seems to inherit the tense from the perceptual representation. 
Perry of course does talk about ‘perceptual buffers’ involved in thought, which could tie tensed thought to perceptions in the spatial case. But the vagueness of the ‘buffer’ notion already noted does not enable us to take a specific stance on the tiger example. The worry here is that the entities used in [CLASS] to explain timely action look entirely conceptual – this is why for instance Perry refers to them as ‘conceptual folders’. Can there be automatic cognitive processes, like the one apparently occurring in the tiger episode, associated with them?
 
4.3. Contents as truth-conditions. 

I think that the most important defect of a Perry (2002) type account is that the Content Analyzer formula renders it either circular or unusable for analyzing tensed belief in an explanatorily adequate manner. The problem can be posed in terms of the following critical question: if beliefs always have many different contents (discovered by analyzing the belief’s truth conditions), why are only specific ones relevant to explain timely action? 

Let us start from the start. In 1 I explained that Perry equates truth-conditions with contents. But this runs the risk of loading totally irrelevant contents into any belief. Notice for example that in Perry’s account of sentence contents: (A) every sentence could be seen as containing the declaration of its truth as a separate sentence content
. Moreover, ‘truth-conditional’ statements like the following are correct: ‘snow is white’ iff ‘2+2=4’. Hence Perry might have to designate a mathematical truth as a content of my belief that snow is white. The problem becomes apparent when we notice that usually the subject needs to check all the belief contents to see if her belief is true. This is clearly implausible in (A), where an infinite series of such contents can be generated. 
I believe that for the whole account to work in explaining tensed belief Perry would need to designate only the “relevant” contents or truth-conditions through his Content Analyzer and avoid those truth-conditions that are not plausibly taken as contents of our thoughts. Those truth-conditions should be present in a tensed belief like (n) but not in a tenseless belief like (n*). We could cash this reply out in two ways: 
Way 1: (n) differs from (n*) in [CLASS] only in virtue of the specific buffers or conceptual folders associated with the beliefs. If that story is coherent, we have a way to find the relevant contents without begging the question - roughly by following the rule “the relevant contents are those that correspond to different buffers in the reflexive content”. However, as we saw in 4.1, the now buffer appearing in tensed beliefs has only been described in a vague way, and is open to various interpretations. In the absence of a less vague explanation, Way 1 would render the theory incomplete. 
Way 2: We have different contents just because they lead to different behavior. In this case ‘content’ is thought of as whatever makes a causal or functional difference between two cognitive states of the same kind (e.g., two beliefs)
. However, for the purposes of this paper, Way 2 would be just begging the question, or at least showing that there is some circular thinking involved. The relevant contents are either there or they are not; but we cannot decide their relevance based on the subject’s potential resulting behavior, as the behavior is exactly what we are trying to explain. If Way 2 is used, a Perry-like account of tensed belief is circular. 

I conclude that Perry’s truth-conditions cannot show us what it is that makes me act in a timely manner. If Perry-like reflexive contents are really what differentiates tensed from tenseless belief, then we have to explain exactly what they are, and only after that, how they get their truth-conditions.
� Perry (1977)’s case of the amnesiac professor , modified.


� Perry (1979: 494). Perry (2002) usually talks about “a different conceptual folder involved”, but this is a terminological difference, still intended to be connected to a more or less Fregean sense or mode of presentation. In general, the (2002) ideas and explanation occur in various other papers by Perry, most notably his (1986) “Thought without Representation”. If one substitutes ‘beliefs’ with ‘contents’ in that paper’s theory she would have the (2002) version.


� “When Dr. Lauben is wounded he is presented to himself in a “primitive” way and so cannot communicate his thought to someone else. He uses the sentence “I am wounded” to get his listener to think a different Thought than the one he thinks – that the person speaking is wounded (or something like that).” Frege “The Thought: A Logical Inquiry”, p. 298 (as found in Kaplan 1977 p. 533)


� This content corresponds to what many philosophers would call the propositional content –it captures the possibly eternal, ready to be evaluated for truth/falsity singular proposition. Perry of course wishes to remain at least neutral to the ‘eternality of propositions’ issue. In fact he only says that subject matter contents are “what philosophers ordinarily refer to as propositions”. I think that eternalists would not hesitate to draw the connection between the two, but for Perry it is an open question.


� The issue is especially pressing for him since in (2002) Perry is pushing for physicalism. Hence he would prefer to point to actual physical differences between the subject entertaining the two different thoughts. A physicalist could accommodate this if there are two clearly distinct thought elements involved. 


� For more on this “self-notion” see Perry (1997). Perry individuates three psychologically distinct self-notions that might all be possibly associated with an ‘I’ expression. However, in a normal, perceiving, non-amnesiac subject all three are linked. I assume here that we can talk of one EGO buffer associated with all three self-notions, but it might only correspond to one such notion. I think that the difference is not a vital point at this stage.


� One issue is what happens if we insist, that I instead express myself by uttering (S*) “the class is starting” without using a term such as ‘now’. Perry’s reply can be that in principle a Perry-like now buffer can be associated with both belief (n) and the belief expressed by (S*). There is nothing on the surface content of S or S* that necessitates an explanation using distinct cognitive buffers.


� Reichenbach (1947), Smart (1963), Mellor (1981).


� See Kubota et. al (2009).


� If one interprets Mellor 1998a as the individual acknowledging the time of the belief tokens in thought, the account is in a sense representational; but then the representation has no explanatory role in causing the action. This is because the action has already happened before (or is happening at the same time as) the representation/acknowledgment of the belief token’s time properties.


� In the vision and perception literature these buffers are widely discussed– see for example the discussion of “object-files” created by the visual system to keep track of spatio-temporal information in Raftopoulos (2009), ch. 3 and 6.


� Note here that none of the (1998) descriptions of the now buffer represent it as primitive in the manner of the perceptual buffer described in the Dretske episode. The latter buffer could be primitive, as has been suggested by the existence of egocentric indexes in psychological theories of visual perception, but the former is depicted as entirely conceptual.


� ‘snow is white’ is true iff ‘“snow is white” is true’ is true


� This is actually a use of the term ‘content’ corresponding to how the cognitive literature uses it.





