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Preface

The deepest philosophical questions are not isolated; they sit at the center
of our broader cultural concerns. This is certainly the case with the
problem of truth. An increasing philosophical preoccupation with truth
over the last hundred years is deeply intertwined with two larger issues.
The first issue is pluralism. The sheer number and variety of viewpoints
we encounter on any question is forcing us, on both the political and
philosophical fronts, to think about how objectivity is possible. The
second issue is our increasing technological sophistication at both pur-
suing and distorting the truth. There is little prospect that we will slow
down in either respect at the beginning of this century. In a world where
things move so fast that the real can be difficult to tell from the virtual,
understanding truth seems more relevant than ever.

This volume is a comprehensive survey of the various attempts to solve
this problem. Roughly speaking, the essays center around two questions:
Does truth have an underlying nature? And if so, what sort of nature
does it have? The book is therefore concerned with the question of truth
itself, as opposed to the relation of truth to other issues of philosophical
interest, such as knowledge, meaning, and logic. This is the first of the
ways in which I've attempted to make the territory more manageable for
a single volume. The second is by limiting the essays included to those
written during the twentieth century.

The problem of truth is complex, and my hope is that this book will
act as a map not only for undergraduate and graduate students of phi-
losophy but also for anyone who finds himself lost in the thickets of
the contemporary debate. To this end, the introductions to each part are
intended to help the reader locate the most important concepts and issues
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discussed by the essays of that part. Of course, like any map, this one is
limited by its size and scale. There are a number of deserving essays that
could not be included because of the limitations of space. I have tried to
address this issue by including suggestions for further reading at the end
of every introduction. The reader is strongly encouraged to consult these
for a more in-depth look at the various theories.

A word about how the essays are related to each other. I have orga-
nized them by theory, but since many of the essays could fit under
more than one category, there are other paths to follow through the
territory than what I have laid out. I have tried to take account of this
fact in the introduction to each part by discussing not only the chapters
within the part but also those that appear in other parts of the book yet
deal with the issues being discussed in the part in question.

Many people have helped me with this book. Thanks first go to my
editorial assistant Sam Hughes, whose sharp thinking and capacity for
organization were of invaluable assistance, particularly during the crucial
first stages of the book’s development. Several people commented on the
various introductions: Bob Barnard, Paul Bloomfield, Charles Fletcher,
Rex Gilliland, and Thomas Nenon in particular; while conversations
with Andrew Cortens, Marion David, Eric Olson, Bill Alston, Terry
Horgan, Mark Lance, and others helped me to decide what to include.
My colleague William Lawhead provided helpful advice (and a sympa-
thetic ear) and allowed me to borrow a continuous stream of books. The
Masters of St. Edmund’s College, Cambridge, were gracious enough to
provide me with the position of Visiting Scholar in the summer of 1999
and thereby allow me access to one of the world’s great libraries. My
students at the University of Mississippi over the last few years have tol-
erated my continual obsession with the nature of truth, and interactions
with them have taught me much about it; [ am indebted to them one and
all. Thanks to Alan Thwaits and the editorial staff at the MIT Press for
their expert assistance. Most important, [ thank Terry, best friend, best
critic, loving partner.



Introduction: The Mystery of Truth

What is truth?
Pontius Pilate

Humanly speaking, let us define truth, while waiting for a better definition, as—a
statement of the facts as they are.

Voltaire

In court, witnesses swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing
but the truth. One is expected to know what this means, and in some
sense, it is clear that we do. Yet at the same time, truth seems so stub-
bornly abstract that, like Pontius Pilate, we treat questions about its
nature as rhetorical. We cowardly avoid it, courageously pursue it, and
lament its distortion, but when pressed to say what truth is, we find our-
selves tongue-tied and frustrated. The nature of truth seems a mystery.
There are some obvious and not so obvious reasons for this fact. The
most obvious is the ambiguity of the word. Even if we restrict ourselves
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to the adjective ““true,” one can speak of “true friends,” “true north,”
“aiming true,” and so on. The sense of the word that concerns philoso-
phers, however, is the sense being assumed in the very first sentence of
this introduction. In the courtroom, we want the witness to speak the
truth, to report what she believes to be true, i.e., true propositions. This
is the sense of the word that matters most in our everyday lives.
Limiting the scope of the question in this way helps somewhat, but
not much. As Voltaire’s droll remark illustrates, it may seem as if one
can define truth only by platitudes, by saying, e.g., that true propositions
tell it as it is or that they correspond with the facts. This gets us some-

where, perhaps, but “Truth is correspondence with fact” will remain a
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platitude unless we can say what “correspondence” and “fact” mean in
terms that don’t already presuppose an understanding of truth.

A moment’s reflection indicates how difficult that task is. One reason is
that truth is an extremely basic concept. It is difficult to engage in any
theoretical inquiry without employing it. You cannot even argue over a
theory of truth without using the concept, because to question a theory is
to question its truth, and to endorse a theory is to endorse it as true,
In comparison, we can easily discuss what it is to be a person, or the
nature of justice, without employing those concepts while doing so. But
we cannot get behind the concept of truth as we can with these other
concepts.

It seems that few concepts are as tightly wound into our thought as
truth. Truth, for instance, is deeply connected to belief: when the witness
tells us what she believes, this implies that she is reporting what she
believes to be true. Similarly with assertion or endorsement: when we
assert, we present ourselves as speaking the truth. Truth is also connected
to knowledge: one doesn’t know that the butler did it unless it is really
true that the butler did it. Truth is the central concept of logic as well: an
argument is valid in the sense logicians are concerned with just when it is
impossible for its premises to be true and its conclusion false. And as our
platitudes about truth tell us, truth is related to that other mysterious
concept, reality. To speak the truth is to speak of reality as it is. The fact
that truth is so tightly interconnected with so many other philosophically
interesting concepts is another reason why truth seems deep and why it
seems important to understand what truth is.

This connection between truth and other issues often muddies the
very philosophical waters we are attempting to measure. Philosophers
are frequently interested in different subjects when they ask about truth,
subjects that involve the connection between truth and other areas of
philosophical interest. Thus some philosophers who portray themselves
as working on truth are actually interested in how we acquire truth, or in
justification and knowledge; others are curious about the relation of
truth to linguistic meaning, while still others wonder about the relation
between truth and logic. These are all important issues, but none are the
main focus of this book. For in each of the cases above, the issue is the
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explanatory role of truth rather than its nature. When confronting those
issues, we assume prior knowledge of what truth is.

But what does it mean to ask what truth is? In general, whenever we
ask what something is, there are two questions we might be interested in.
Suppose that I ask you what gold is. I might want to understand the
concept of gold—what the word “gold” means in ordinary English.
Alternatively, I might want to know about the underlying nature of the
property of being gold—the substantive facts about gold, e.g., that it is
an element with atomic number 79. Of course, these projects needn’t be
completely distinct: my concept of gold presumably picks out many im-
portant and substantive facts about gold, e.g., that gold is a malleable
yellow metal, for instance. Yet it also seems clear that I could have a
good grasp on the concept of gold without knowing all the facts about its
underlying nature.

When philosophers ask what truth is, they are interested sometimes in
the concept, sometimes in the underlying nature of the property, and
sometimes in both. In the case of gold, giving an analysis of the concept
(for instance, by supplying necessary and sufficient conditions for the
application of the word) needn’t tell you everything about what the
property of being gold consists in. But in the case of truth, it is somewhat
trickier to say how theories of the concept and theories of the property
relate. Unlike the case of gold, we have no independent, empirical access
to the property of truth itself except via that concept. Thus disputes over
the property of truth are frequently (but not always) fought on con-
ceptual ground, over how we might best define the concept of truth.?
According to this latter method, we learn about the property of truth by
learning about the concept. On the other hand, we might hold that
as in the case of gold, learning about the concept can tell us much
about the property without necessarily telling us everything about that
property.

Whichever methodological stance we take, there are two central ques-
tions one might ask about the property, or underlying nature, of truth.
First, does truth even have a nature, and second, if it does, what sort
of nature does it have? These two questions are the focus of two very
different types of debates (see figure 1).
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Robust Deflationary
theories theories
Does truth
have a
nature?
Yes No
Does it have Does “true”
more than express a
one? property of
/\ any sort?
Yes No Yes No
Pluralist Is truth at Minimalism Redundancy
theories least theory,
partly disquotationalism,
epistemic? performative
theory,
% prosententialism
Yes No
Pragmatist, Is truth a
verificationist, relation

coherence, and between
postmodernist mind and

theories world?
Yes Yes/no No
Correspondence  Primitivism? ldentity
theories Heideggerian theory
theory?

Figure 1
How various theories answer questions on the nature of truth, and where their
answers place them on the robust-deflationary continuum
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The more traditional of these two debates is the second, concerning
what sort of property truth is. Theories that try to answer this question
are often called robust theories of truth, since they assume that truth is an
important property that requires a substantive and complex explanation.
Those who engage in constructing such theories are motivated by ques-
tions like the following: Is there such a thing as absolute truth, or is all
truth in some way or other subjective or relative? What sort of relation-
ship, if any, do true propositions have to the world? Are all truths veri-
fiable by sense experience? Could it turn out that even our best theories
could be false? And so on. Broadly speaking, these questions all concern
the objectivity of truth. Thus the key issue for robust theories of truth
is realism (see the introduction to part I for a definition of this term in
relation to truth).

While the realism debate continues to be of central importance, much
contemporary work on truth has to do with the question of whether
truth even has a nature to explain. This is the other main debate over
truth that one finds in this volume. Since the beginning of the last cen-
tury, deflationists have suspected that the so-called problem of truth was
really a pseudoproblem. Driven by the seemingly intractable disputes
over the nature of truth, as well as by a broadly empiricist epistemo-
logical attitude, deflationists hold that there is no single robust property
shared by all the propositions we take as true. Consequently, our concept
of truth should not be understood as expressing such a property but be
seen as fulfilling some other function. Put somewhat differently, robust
theorists argue that the various mysteries of truth require substantive
metaphysical explanation, while deflationists believe that no such expla-
nation is needed. In their view, the alleged mysteries should be not
explained but explained away.

Although distinguishing the realism debate from the deflationary debate
is helpful, we must be careful not to oversimplify. Many of the authors in
this volume are engaged in both debates. Further, there is a growing
consensus among some philosophers that neither traditional robust
theories nor deflationary theories are right. If so, then we must find new
ways to think about this old concept.
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Note

1. Contributors to this volume differ on this point. Some (William Alston,
chap. 3, and Michael Devitt, chap. 25) draw a clear line between these tasks;
others do not. The latter is the more traditional tactic, e.g., of Russell (chap. 1).
The basic idea is that by providing a generalized definition of the concept, one
that says, roughly, that all and only true propositions have F, we could say that
the nature of truth is F.

Suggestions for Further Reading

Blackburn, S., and Simmons, K., eds. 1999, Truth. Oxford: Oxford University
Press. An excellent collection of papers concentrating on deflationism. The intro-
duction by the editors is highly recommended.

Horwich, P., ed, 1994. Theories of Truth. Dartmouth Publishing Co. A difficult-
to-find but comprehensive collection of classic papers.

Kirkham, R. 1992, Theories of Truth. Cambridge: MIT Press. An outstanding
introduction to the various debates. Highly recommended.

Pitcher, G. 1964. Truth. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall. A classic collection of
papers, sadly out of print. Many of these papers are included in the present
volume.

Schmitt, F. 1995. Truth: A Primer. Boulder: Westview Press. A nicely concise
introduction to some of the main debates.



1
Truth and Falsehood

Bertrand Russell

Our knowledge of truths, unlike our knowledge of things, has an oppo-
site, namely error. So far as things are concerned, we may know them
or not know them, but there is no positive state of mind which can be
described as erroneous knowledge of things, so long, at any rate, as
we confine ourselves to knowledge by acquaintance. Whatever we are
acquainted with must be something; we may draw wrong inferences from
our acquaintance, but the acquaintance itself cannot be deceptive. Thus
there is no dualism as regards acquaintance. But as regards knowledge of
truths, there is a dualism. We may believe what is false as well as what is
true. We know that on very many subjects different people hold different
and incompatible opinions: hence some beliefs must be erroneous. Since
erroneous beliefs are often held just as strongly as true beliefs, it becomes
a difficult question how they are to be distinguished from true beliefs.
How are we to know, in a given case, that our belief is not erroneous?
This is a question of the very greatest difficulty, to which no completely
satisfactory answer is possible. There is, however, a preliminary question
which is rather less difficult, and that is: What do we mean by truth and
falsehood? It is this preliminary question which is to be considered in this
chapter.

In this chapter we are not asking how we can know whether a belief
is true or false: we are asking what is meant by the question whether a
belief is true or false. It is to be hoped that a clear answer to this question
may help us to obtain an answer to the question what beliefs are true, but
for the present we ask only “What is truth?’ and “What is falsehood?” not
“What beliefs are true?’ and “What beliefs are false?’ It is very important
to keep these different questions entirely separate, since any confusion



18 Bertrand Russell

between them is sure to produce an answer which is not really applicable
to either.

There are three points to observe in the attempt to discover the nature
of truth, three requisites which any theory must fulfil.

1. Our theory of truth must be such as to admit of its opposite, false-
hood. A good many philosophers have failed adequately to satisfy this
condition: they have constructed theories according to which all our
thinking ought to have been true, and have then had the greatest diffi-
culty in finding a place for falsehood. In this respect our theory of belief
must differ from our theory of acquaintance, since in the case of
acquaintance it was not necessary to take account of any opposite.

2. It seems fairly evident that if there were no beliefs there could be no
falsehood, and no truth either, in the sense in which truth is correlative to
falsehood. If we imagine a world of mere matter, there would be no room
for falsehood in such a world, and although it would contain what may
be called “facts’, it would not contain any truths, in the sense in which
truths are things of the same kind as falsehoods. In fact, truth and false-
hood are properties of beliefs and statements: hence a world of mere
matter, since it would contain no beliefs or statements, would also con-
tain no truth or falsehood.

3. But, as against what we have just said, it is to be observed that the
truth or falsehood of a belief always depends upon something which lies
outside the belief itself. If I believe that Charles I died on the scaffold, 1
believe truly, not because of any intrinsic quality of my belief, which
could be discovered by merely examining the belief, but because of an
historical event which happened two and a half centuries ago. If I belicve
that Charles I died in his bed, I believe falsely: no degree of vividness in
my belief, or of care in arriving at it, prevents it from being false, again
because of what happened long ago, and not because of any intrinsic
property of my belief. Hence, although truth and falsehood are prop-
erties of beliefs, they are properties dependent upon the relations of the
beliefs to other things, not upon any internal quality of the beliefs.

The third of the above requisites leads us to adopt the view—which
has on the whole been commonest among philosophers—that truth
consists in some form of correspondence between belief and fact. It is,
however, by no means an easy matter to discover a form of correspon-
dence to which there are no irrefutable objections. By this partly—and
partly by the feeling that, if truth consists in a correspondence of thought
with something outside thought, thought can never know when truth has
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been attained—-many philosophers have been led to try to find some
definition of truth which shall not consist in relation to something wholly
outside belief. The most important attempt at a definition of this sort is
the theory that truth consists in coherence. It is said that the mark of
falsehood is failure to cohere in the body of our beliefs, and that it is the
essence of a truth to form part of the completely rounded system which is
The Truth.

There is, however, a great difficulty in this view, or rather two great
difficulties. The first is that there is no reason to suppose that only one
coherent body of beliefs is possible. It may be that, with sufficient imagi-
nation, a novelist might invent a past for the world that would perfectly
fit on to what we know, and yet be quite different from the real past.
In more scientific matters, it is certain that there are often two or more
hypotheses which account for all the known facts on some subject, and
although, in such cases, men of science endeavour to find facts which will
rule out all the hypotheses except one, there is no reason why they should
always succeed.

In philosophy, again, it seems not uncommon for two rival hypotheses
to be both able to account for all the facts. Thus, for example, it is pos-
sible that life is one long dream, and that the outer world has only that
degree of reality that the objects of dreams have; but although such a
view does not seem inconsistent with known facts, there is no reason to
prefer it to the common-sense view, according to which other people and
things do really exist. Thus coherence as the definition of truth fails
because there is no proof that there can be only one coherent system.

The other objection to this definition of truth is that it assumes the
meaning of ‘coherence’ known, whereas, in fact, ‘coherence’ presupposes
the truth of the laws of logic. Two propositions are coherent when both
may be true, and are incoherent when one at least must be false. Now in
order to know whether two propositions can both be true, we must
know such truths as the law of contradiction. For example, the two
propositions, ‘this tree is a beech’ and ‘this tree is not a beech’; are not
coherent, because of the law of contradiction. But if the law of contra-
diction itself were subjected to the test of coherence, we should find that,
if we choose to suppose it false, nothing will any longer be incoherent
with anything else. Thus the laws of logic supply the skeleton or frame-
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work within which the test of coherence applies, and they themselves
cannot be established by this test.

For the above two reasons, coherence cannot be accepted as giving the
meaning of truth, though it is often a most important zest of truth after a
certain amount of truth has become known.

Hence we are driven back to correspondence with fact as constituting
the nature of truth. It remains to define precisely what we mean by ‘fact’,
and what is the nature of the correspondence which must subsist between
belief and fact, in order that belief may be true.

In accordance with our three requisites, we have to seek a theory of
truth which (I) allows truth to have an opposite, namely falsehood, (2)
makes truth a property of beliefs, but (3) makes it a property wholly
dependent upon the relation of the beliefs to outside things.

The necessity of allowing for falsehood makes it impossible to regard
belief as a relation of the mind to a single object, which could be said to
be what is believed. If belief were so regarded, we should find that, like
acquaintance, it would not admit of the opposition of truth and falsehood,
but would have to be always true. This may be made clear by examples.
Othello believes falsely that Desdemona loves Cassio. We cannot say that
this belief consists in a relation to a single object, ‘Desdemona’s love for
Cassio’, for if there were such an object, the belief would be true. There is
in fact no such object, and therefore Othello cannot have any relation to
such an object. Hence his belief cannot possibly consist in a relation to
this object.

It might be said that his belief is a relation to a different object, namely
‘that Desdemona loves Cassio’; but it is almost as difficult to suppose that
there is such an object as this, when Desdemona does not love Cassio, as
it was to suppose that there is ‘Desdemona’s love for Cassio’. Hence it
will be better to seek for a theory of belief which does not make it consist
in a relation of the mind to a single object.

It is common to think of relations as though they always held between
two terms, but in fact this is not always the case. Some relations demand
three terms, some four, and so on. Take, for instance, the relation
‘between’. So long as only two terms come in, the relation ‘between’ is
impossible: three terms are the smallest number that render it possible.
York is between London and Edinburgh; but if London and Edinburgh
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were the only places in the world, there could be nothing which was
between one place and another. Similarly jealousy requires three people:
there can be no such relation that does not involve three at least. Such a
proposition as ‘A wishes B to promote C’s marriage with D’ involves a
relation of four terms; that is to say, A and B and C and D all come in,
and the relation involved cannot be expressed otherwise than in a form
involving all four. Instances might be multiplied indefinitely, but enough
has been said to show that there are relations which require more than
two terms before they can occur.

The relation involved in judging or believing must, if falsehood is to be
duly allowed for, be taken to be a relation between several terms, not
between two. When Othello believes that Desdemona loves Cassio, he
must not have before his mind a single object, ‘Desdemona’s love for
Cassio’, or ‘that Desdemona loves Cassio’, for that would require that
there should be objective falsehoods, which subsist independently of any
minds; and this, though not logically refutable, is a theory to be avoided
if possible. Thus it is easier to account for falsehood if we take judgement
to be a relation in which the mind and the various objects concerned all
occur severally; that is to say, Desdemona and loving and Cassio must all
be terms in the relation which subsists when Othello believes that Des-
demona loves Cassio. This relation, therefore, is a relation of four terms,
since Othello also is one of the terms of the relation. When we say that it
is a relation of four terms, we do not mean that Othello has a certain
relation to Desdemona, and has the same relation to loving and also
to Cassio. This may be true of some other relation than believing; but
believing, plainly, is not a relation which Othello has to each of the three
terms concerned, but to all of them together: there is only one example of
the relation of believing involved, but this one example knits together
four terms. Thus the actual occurrence, at the moment when Othello
is entertaining his belief, is that the relation called ‘believing’ is knitting
together into one complex whole the four terms Othello, Desdemona,
loving, and Cassio. What is called belief or judgement, is nothing but this
relation of believing or judging, which relates a mind to several things
other than itself. An act of belief or of judgement is the occurrence
between certain terms at some particular time, of the relation of believing
or judging.
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We are now in a position to understand what it is that distinguishes a
true judgement from a false one. For this purpose we will adopt certain
definitions. In every act of judgement there is a mind which judges, and
there are terms concerning which it judges. We will call the mind the
subject in the judgement, and the remaining terms the objects. Thus,
when Othello judges that Desdemona loves Cassio, Othello is the subject,
while the objects are Desdemona and loving and Cassio. The subject and
the objects together are called the constituents of the judgement. It will
be observed that the relation of judging has what is called a ‘sense’ or
‘direction’. We may say, metaphorically, that it puts its objects in a
certain order, which we may indicate by means of the order of the words
in the sentence. (In an inflected language, the same thing will be indicated
by inflections, e.g. by the difference between nominative and accusative.)
Othello’s judgement that Cassio loves Desdemona differs from his
judgement that Desdemona loves Cassio, in spite of the fact that it con-
sists of the same constituents, because the relation of judging places the
constituents in a different order in the two cases. Similarly, if Cassio
judges that Desdemona loves Othello, the constituents of the judgement
are still the same, but their order is different. This property of having a
‘sense’ or ‘direction’ is one which the relation of judging shares with all
other relations. The ‘sense’ of relations is the ultimate source of order and
series and a host of mathematical concepts; but we need not concern
ourselves further with this aspect.

We spoke of the relation called ‘judging’ or ‘believing’ as knitting
together into one complex whole the subject and the objects. In this
respect, judging is exactly like every other relation. Whenever a relation
holds between two or more terms, it unites the terms into a complex
whole. If Othello loves Desdemona, there is such a complex whole as
‘Othello’s love for Desdemona’. The terms united by the relation may be
themselves complex, or may be simple, but the whole which results from
their being united must be complex. Wherever there is a relation which
relates certain terms, there is a complex object formed of the union of
those terms; and conversely, wherever there is a complex object, there is
a relation which relates its constituents. When an act of believing occurs,
there is a complex, in which ‘believing’ is the uniting relation, and subject
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and objects are arranged in a certain order by the ‘sense’ of the relation
of believing. Among the objects, as we saw in considering ‘Othello believes
that Desdemona loves Cassio’, one must be a relation—in this instance,
the relation ‘loving’. But this relation, as it occurs in the act of believing,
is not the relation which creates the unity of the complex whole consist-
ing of the subject and the objects. The relation ‘loving’, as it occurs in the
act of believing, is one of the objects-—it is a brick in the structure, not
the cement. The cement is the relation ‘believing’. When the belief is true,
there is another complex unity, in which the relation which was one of
the objects of the belief relates the other objects. Thus, e.g., if Othello
believes truly that Desdemona loves Cassio, then there is a complex unity,
‘Desdemona’s love for Cassio’, which is composed exclusively of the
objects of the belief, in the same order as they had in the belief, with the
relation which was one of the objects occurring now as the cement that
binds together the other objects of the belief. On the other hand, when a
belief is false, there is no such complex unity composed only of the
objects of the belief. If Othello believes falsely that Desdemona loves
Cassio, then there is no such complex unity as ‘Desdemona’s love for
Cassio’.

Thus a belief is true when it corresponds to a certain associated com-
plex, and false when it does not. Assuming, for the sake of definiteness,
that the objects of the belief are two terms and a relation, the terms being
put in a certain order by the ‘sense’ of the believing, then if the two terms
in that order are united by the relation into a complex, the belief is true;
if not, it is false. This constitutes the definition of truth and falsehood
that we were in search of. Judging or believing is a certain complex unity
of which a mind is a constituent; if the remaining constituents, taken in
the order which they have in the belief, form a complex unity, then the
belief is true; if not, it is false.

Thus although truth and falsehood are properties of beliefs, yet they
are in a sense extrinsic properties, for the condition of the truth of a belief
is something not involving beliefs, or (in general) any mind at all, but
only the objects of the belief. A mind, which believes, believes truly when
there is a corresponding complex not involving the mind, but only its
objects. This correspondence ensures truth, and its absence entails false-
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hood. Hence we account simultaneously for the two facts that beliefs (a)
depend on minds for their existence, (b) do not depend on minds for
their, truth.

We may restate our theory as follows: If we take such a belief as
‘Othello believes that Desdemona loves Cassio’, we will call Desdemona
and Cassio the object-terms, and loving the object-relation. If there is a
complex unity ‘Desdemona’s love for Cassio’, consisting of the object-
terms related by the object-relation in the same order as they have in the
belief, then this complex unity is called the fact corresponding to the
belief. Thus a belief is true when there is a corresponding fact, and is false
when there is no corresponding fact.

It will be seen that minds do not create truth or falsehood. They create
beliefs, but when once the beliefs are created, the mind cannot make
them true or false, except in the special case where they concern future
things which are within the power of the person believing, such as
catching trains. What makes a belief true is a fact, and this fact does not
(except in exceptional cases) in any way involve the mind of the person
who has the belief.

Having now decided what we mean by truth and falsehood, we have
next to consider what ways there are of knowing whether this or that
belief is true or false. This consideration will occupy the next chapter.



2
Truth

J. L. Austin

“What is truth?’ said jesting Pilate, and would not stay for an answer.
Pilate was in advance of his time. For ‘truth’ itself is an abstract noun,
a camel, that is, of a logical construction, which cannot get past the
eye even of a grammarian. We approach it cap and categories in hand:
we ask ourselves whether Truth is a substance (the Truth, the Body of
Knowledge), or a quality (something like the color red, inhering in
truths), or a relation (‘correspondence’).! But philosophers should take
something more nearly their own size to strain at. What needs discussing
rather is the use, or certain uses, of the word ‘true.” In vino, possibly,
‘veritas,” but in a sober symposium ‘verum.’

2

What is it that we say is true or is false? Or, how does the phrase ‘is true’
occur in English sentences? The answers appear at first multifarious. We
say (or are said to say) that beliefs are true, that descriptions or accounts
are true, that propositions or assertions or statements are true, and that
words or sentences are true: and this is to mention only a selection of the
more obvious candidates. Again, we say (or are said to say) ‘It is true that
the cat is on the mat,” or ‘It is true to say that the cat is on the mat,” or
“““The cat is on the mat” is true.” We also remark on occasion, when
someone else has said something, ‘Very true’ or ‘That’s true’ or ‘True
enough.’
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Most (though not all) of these expressions, and others besides, cer-
tainly do occur naturally enough. But it seems reasonable to ask whether
there is not some use of ‘is true’ that is primary, or some generic name for
that which at bottom we are always saying ‘is true.” Which, if any, of
these expressions is to be taken au pied de la lettre? To answer this will
not take us long, nor, perhaps, far: but in philosophy the foot of the letter
is the foot of the ladder.

I suggest that the following are the primary forms of expression:

It is true (to say) that the cat is on the mat.
That statement (of his, etc.) is true.
The statement that the cat is on the mat is true.

But first for the rival candidates.

a. Some say that ‘truth is primarily a property of beliefs.” But it may be
doubted whether the expression ‘a true belief” is at all common outside
philosophy and theology: and it seems clear that a man is said to hold a
true belief when and in the sense that he believes (in) something which is
true, or believes that something which is true is true. Moreover if, as
some also say, a belief is ‘of the nature of a picture,” then it is of the
nature of what cannot be true, though it may be, for example, faithful.?
b. True descriptions and true accounts are simply varieties of true state-
ments or of collections of true statements, as are true answers and the
like. The same applies to propositions too, in so far as they are genuinely
said to be true (and not, as more commonly, sound, tenable and so on).?
A proposition in law or in geometry is something portentous, usually a
generalization, that we are invited to accept and that has to be recom-
mended by argument: it cannot be a direct report on current observation
—if you look and inform me that the cat is on the mat, that is not a
proposition though it is a statement. In philosophy, indeed, ‘proposition’
is sometimes used in a special way for ‘the meaning or sense of a sentence
or family of sentences’: but whether we think a lot or little of this usage, a
proposition in this sense cannot, at any rate, be what we say is true or
false. For we never say ‘The meaning (or sense) of this sentence (or of
these words) is true’: what we do say is what the judge or jury says,
namely that “The words taken in this sense, or if we assign to them such
and such a meaning, or so interpreted or understood, are true.’

¢. Words and sentences are indeed said to be true, the former often, the

latter rarely. But only in certain senses. Words as discussed by philolo-
gists, or by lexicographers, grammarians, linguists, phoneticians, printers,
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critics (stylistic or textual) and so on, are not true or false: they are
wrongly formed, or ambiguous or defective or untranslatable or unpro-
nouncable or misspelled or archaistic or corrupt or what not.* Sentences
in similar contexts are elliptic or involved or alliterative or ungrammati-
cal. We may, however, genuinely say ‘His closing words were very true’
or “The third sentence on page 5 of his speech is quite false’: but here
‘words’ and ‘sentence’ refer, as is shown by the demonstratives (posses-
sive pronouns, temporal verbs, definite descriptions, etc.), which in this
usage consistently accompany them, to the words or sentence as used by
a certain person on a certain occasion. That is, they refer (as does ‘Many
a true word spoken in jest’) to statements.

A statement is made and its making is an historic event, the utterance
by a certain speaker or writer of certain words (a sentence) to an audi-
ence with reference to an historic situation, event or what not.’

A sentence is made up of words, a statement is made in words. A sen-
tence is not English or not good English, a statement is not in English or
not in good English. Statements are made, words or sentences are used.
We talk of my statement, but of the English sentence (if a sentence is
mine, I coined it, but I do not coin statements). The same sentence is used
in making different statements (I say ‘It is mine,” you say ‘It is mine’): it
may also be used on two occasions or by two persons in making the same
statement, but for this the utterance must be made with reference to the
same situation or event.® We speak of ‘the statement that S,” but of ‘the
sentence “S,”’ not of ‘the sentence that S.”7

When I say that a statement is what is true, I have no wish to become
wedded to one word. ‘Assertion,” for example, will in most contexts do
just as well, though perhaps it is slightly wider. Both words share the
weakness of being rather solemn {much more so than the more general
‘what you said’ or ‘your words’}—though perhaps we are generally being
a little solemn when we discuss the truth of anything. Both have the merit
of clearly referring to the historic use of a sentence by an utterer, and of
being therefore precisely not equivalent to ‘sentence.” For it is a fashion-
able mistake to take as primary ‘(The sentence) “S” is true (in the English
language).” Here the addition of the words ‘in the English language’
serves to emphasize that ‘sentence’ is not being used as equivalent to
‘statement,’ so that it precisely is not what can be true or false (and more-
over, ‘true in the English language’ is a solecism, mismodeled presum-
ably, and with deplorable effect, on expressions like ‘true in geometry’).
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When is a statement true? The temptation is to answer (at least if we
confine ourselves to ‘straightforward’ statements): “When it corresponds
to the facts.” And as a piece of standard English this can hardly be wrong.
Indeed, I must confess I do not really think it is wrong at all: the theory
of truth is a series of truisms. Still, it can at least be misleading.

If there is to be communication of the sort that we achieve by language
at all, there must be a stock of symbols of some kind which a communi-
cator (‘the speaker’) can produce ‘at will’ and which a communicatee
(‘the audience’) can observe; these may be called the ‘words,” though, of
course, they need not be anything very like what we should normally call
words—they might be signal flags, etc. There must also be something
other than the words, which the words are to be used to communicate
about: this may be called the ‘world.” There is no reason why the world
should not include the words, in every sense except the sense of the actual
statement itself which on any particular occasion is being made about the
world. Further, the world must exhibit (we must observe) similarities
and dissimilarities (there could not be the one without the other): if
everything were either absolutely indistinguishable from anything else
or completely unlike anything else, there would be nothing to say. And
finally (for present purposes—of course there are other conditions to be
satisfied too) there must be two sets of conventions:

Descriptive conventions correlating the words (= sentences) with the
types of situation, thing, event, etc., to be found in the world.

Demonstrative conventions correlating the words (= statements) with
the historic situations, etc., to be found in the world.?

A statement is said to be true when the historic state of affairs to which
it is correlated by the demonstrative conventions (the one to which it
‘refers’) is of a type® with which the sentence used in making it is corre-
lated by the descriptive conventions.1?

3a
Troubles arise from the use of the word “facts’ for the historic situations,
events, etc., and in general, for the world. For ‘fact’ is regularly used in



Truth 29

conjunction with ‘that’ in the sentences ‘The fact is that S’ or ‘It is a fact
that $’ and in the expression ‘the fact that S,” all of which imply that it
would be true to say that S.11

This may lead us to suppose that

i. ‘fact’ is only an alternative expression for ‘true statement.” We note
that when a detective says ‘Let’s look at the facts’ he does not crawl
round the carpet, but proceeds to utter a string of statements: we even
talk of ‘stating the facts’;

ii. for every true statement there exists ‘one’ and its own precisely cor-
responding fact—for every cap the head it fits.

It is (i) which leads to some of the mistakes in ‘coherence’ or formalist
theories; (ii) to some of those in ‘correspondence’ theories. Either we
suppose that there is nothing there but the true statement itself, nothing
to which it corresponds, or else we populate the world with linguistic
Doppelginger (and grossly overpopulate it—every nugget of ‘positive’
fact overlaid by a massive concentration of ‘negative’ facts, every tiny
detailed fact larded with generous general facts, and so on).

When a statement is true, there is, of course, a state of affairs which
makes it true and which is toto mundo distinct from the true statement
about it: but equally of course, we can only describe that state of affairs
in words (either the same or, with luck, others). I can only describe the
situation in which it is true to say that I am feeling sick by saying that it is
one in which I am feeling sick (or experiencing sensations of nausea):!2
yet between stating, however truly, that [ am feeling sick and feeling sick
there is a great gulf fixed.!3

‘Fact that’ is a phrase designed for use in situations where the distinc-
tion between a true statement and the state of affairs about which it is a
truth is neglected; as it often is with advantage in ordinary life, though
seldom in philosophy—above all in discussing truth, where it is precisely
our business to prize the words off the world and keep them off it. To ask
‘Is the fact that S the true statement that S or that which it is true of?’
may beget absurd answers. To take an analogy: although we may sen-
sibly ask ‘Do we ride the word “elephant” or the animal?’ and equally
sensibly ‘Do we write the word or the animal?’ it is nonsense to ask ‘Do
we define the word or the animal?’ For defining an elephant (supposing
we ever do this) is a compendious description of an operation involving
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both word and animal (do we focus the image ot the battleship?); and so
speaking about ‘the fact that’ is a compendious way of speaking about a
situation involving both words and world.™

3b

‘Corresponds’ also gives trouble, because it is commonly given too re-
stricted or too colorful a meaning, or one which in this context it cannot
bear. The only essential point is this: that the correlation between the
words (= sentences) and the type of situation, event, etc. which is to be
such that when a statement in those words is made with reference to an
historic situation of that type the statement is then true, is absolutely and
purely conventional. We are absolutely free to appoint any symbol to
describe any type of situation, so far as merely being true goes. In a small
one-spade language tst nuts might be true in exactly the same circum-
stances as the statement in English that the National Liberals are the
people’s choice.’> There is no need whatsoever for the words used in
making a true statement to ‘mirror’ in any way, however indirect, any
feature whatsoever of the situation or event; a statement no more needs,
in order to be true, to reproduce the ‘multiplicity,’ say, or the ‘structure’
or ‘form’ of the reality, than a word needs to be echoic or writing picto-
graphic. To suppose that it does, is to fall once again into the error of
reading back into the world the features of language.

The more rudimentary a language, the more, very often, it will tend to
have a ‘single’ word for a highly ‘complex’ type of situation: this has such
disadavantages as that the language becomes elaborate to learn and is
incapable of dealing with situations which are nonstandard, unforeseen,
for which there may just be no word. When we go abroad equipped only
with a phrase-book, we may spend long hours learning by heart—

A'-moest-faind-*tscha’woum®n,
Ma'hwil-iz-wau’pt (bént),

and so on and so on, yet faced with the situation where we have the pen
of our aunt, find ourselves quite unable to say so. The characteristics of
a more developed language (articulation, morphology, syntax, abstrac-
tions, etc.), do not make statements in it any more capable of being true
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or capable of being any more true, they make it more adaptable, more
learnable, more comprehensive, more precise, and so on; and these aims
may no doubt be furthered by making the language (allowance made for
the nature of the medium) ‘mirror’ in conventional ways features descried
in the world.

Yet even when a language does ‘mirror’ such features very closely (and
does it ever?) the truth of statements remains still a matter, as it was with
the most rudimentary languages, of the words used being the ones con-
ventionally appointed for situations of the type to which that referred to
belongs. A picture, a copy, a replica, a photograph—these are never true
in so far as they are reproductions, produced by natural or mechanical
means: a reproduction can be accurate or lifelike (true to the original), as
a gramophone recording or a transcription may be, but not true (of) as a
record of proceedings can be. In the same way a (natural) sign of some-
thing can be infallible or unreliable but only an (artificial) sign for some-
thing can be right or wrong.'®

There are many intermediate cases between a true account and a
faithful picture, as here somewhat forcibly contrasted, and it is from the
study of these (a lengthy matter) that we can get the clearest insight into
the contrast. For example, maps: these may be called pictures, yet they
are highly conventionalized pictures. If a map can be clear or accurate or
misleading, like a statement, why can it not be true or exaggerated? How
do the ‘symbols’ used in mapmaking differ from those used in state-
mentmaking? On the other hand, if an air-mosaic is not a map, why is it
not? And when does a map become a diagram? These are the really illu-
minating questions.

4

Some have said that—

To say that an assertion is true is not to make any further assertion at
all.

In all sentences of the form ‘p is true’ the phrase ‘is true’ is logically
superfluous.

To say that a proposition is true is just to assert it, and to say that it is
false is just to assert its contradictory.
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But wrongly. TstS (except in parodoxical cases of forced and dubious
manufacture) refers to the world or any part of it exclusive of tstS, i.e.,
of itself.1” TstST refers to the world or any part of it inclusive of tstS,
though once again exclusive of itself, i.e., of tstST. That is, tstST refers to
something to which tstS cannot refer. TstST does not, certainly, include
any statement referring to the world exclusive of tstS which is not in-
cluded already in tstS—more, it seems doubtful whether it does include that
statement about the world exclusive of tstS which is made when we state
that S. (If I state that tstS is true, should we really agree that I have stated
that S? Only ‘by implication,’)!'® But all this does not go any way to show
that tstST is not a statement different from tstS. If Mr. Q writes on a
notice-board ‘Mr. W is a burglar,” then a trial is held to decide whether
Mr. QQ’s published statement that Mr. W is a burglar is a libel: finding
‘Mr. QQ’s statement was true (in substance and in fact).” Thereupon a
second trial is held, to decide whether Mr. W is a burglar, in which
Mr. QQ’s statement is no longer under consideration: verdict ‘Mr. W is a
burglar.’ It is an arduous business to hold a second trial: why is it done if
the verdict is the same as the previous finding?!?

What is felt is that the evidence considered in arriving at the one ver-
dict is the same as that considered in arriving at the other. This is not
strictly correct. It is more nearly correct that whenever tstS is true then
tstST is also true and conversely, and that whenever tstS is false tstST is
also false and conversely.2? And it is argued that the words ‘is true’ are
logically superfluous because it is believed that generally if any two
statements are always true together and always false together then they
must mean the same. Now whether this is in general a sound view may
be doubted: but even if it is, why should it not break down in the case
of so obviously ‘peculiar’ a phrase as ‘is true’? Mistakes in philosophy
notoriously arise through thinking that what holds of ‘ordinary’ words
like ‘red’ or ‘growls’ must also hold of extraordinary words like ‘real’
or “exists.” But that ‘true’ is just such another extraordinary word is
obvious.2!

There is something peculiar about the ‘fact’ which is described by
tstST, something which may make us hesitate to call it a “fact’ at all;
namely, that the relation between tstS and the world which tstST asserts
to obtain is a purely conventional relation {one which ‘thinking makes
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s0o’). For we are aware that this relation is one which we could alter at
will, whereas we like to restrict the word ‘fact’ to hard facts, facts which
are natural and unalterable, or anyhow not alterable at will. Thus, to
take an analogous case, we may not like calling it a fact that the word
elephant means what it does, though we can be induced to call it a (soft)
fact—and though, of course, we have no hesitation in calling it a fact
that contemporary English speakers use the word as they do.

An important point about this view is that it confuses falsity with
negation: for according to it, it is the same thing to say ‘He is not at
home’ as to say ‘It is false that he is at home.” (But what if no one has
said that he is at home? What if he is lying upstairs dead?) Too many
philosophers maintain, when anxious to explain away negation, that a
negation is just a second order affirmation (to the effect that a certain first
order affirmation is false), yet, when anxious to explain away falsity,
maintain that to assert that a statement is false is just to assert its nega-
tion (contradictory). It is impossible to deal with so fundamental a matter
here.?? Let me assert the following merely. Affirmation and negation are
exactly on a level, in this sense, that no language can exist which does not
contain conventions for both and that both refer to the world equally
directly, not to statements about the world: whereas a language can quite
well exist without any device to do the work of ‘true’ and ‘false.” Any
satisfactory theory of truth must be able to cope equally with falsity:23
but ‘is false’ can only be maintained to be logically superfluous by making
this fundamental confusion.

There is another way of coming to see that the phrase ‘is true’ is not
logically superfluous, and to appreciate what sort of a statement it is to
say that a certain statement is true. There are numerous other adjectives
which are in the same class as ‘true’ and ‘false,” which are concerned, that
is, with the relations between the words (as uttered with reference to an
historic situation) and the world, and which nevertheless no one would
dismiss as logically superfluous. We say, for example, that a certain state-
ment is exaggerated or vague or bald, a description somewhat rough or
misleading or not very good, an account rather general or too concise.
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In cases like these it is pointless to insist on deciding in simple terms
whether the statement is ‘true or false.” Is it true or false that Belfast is
north of London? That the galaxy is the shape of a fried egg? That
Beethoven was a drunkard? That Wellington won the battle of Water-
loo? There are various degrees and dimensions of success in making
statements: the statements fit the facts always more or less loosely, in
different ways on different occasions for different intents and purposes.
What may score full marks in a general knowledge test may in other
circumstances get a gamma. And even the most adroit of languages may
fail to ‘work’ in an abnormal situation or to cope, or cope reasonably
simply, with novel discoveries: is it true or false that the dog goes round
the cow?2* What, moreover, of the large class of cases where a statement
is not so much false (or true) as out of place, inept (‘All the signs of
bread’ said when the bread is before us)?

We become obsessed with ‘truth” when discussing statements, just as
we become obsessed with ‘freedom’ when discussing conduct. So long
as we think that what has always and alone to be decided is whether a
certain action was done freely or was not, we get nowhere: but so soon
as we turn instead to the numerous other adverbs used in the same con-
nection {‘accidentally,” ‘unwillingly,” ‘inadvertently,’ etc.), things become
easier, and we come to see that no concluding inference of the form
‘Ergo, it was done freely (or not freely)’ is required. Like freedom, truth is
a bare minimum or an illusory ideal (the truth, the whole truth and noth-
ing but the truth about, say, the battle of Waterloo or the Primavera).?’

6

Not merely is it jejune to suppose that all a statement aims to be is ‘true,’
but it may further be questioned whether every ‘statement’” does aim to
be true at all. The principle of Logic, that ‘Every proposition must be true
or false,” has too long operated as the simplest, most persuasive and most
pervasive form of the descriptive fallacy. Philosophers under its influence
have forcibly interpreted all ‘propositions’ on the model of the statement
that a certain thing is red, as made when the thing concerned is currently
under observation.
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Recently, it has come to be realized that many utterances which have
been taken to be statements (merely because they are not, on grounds of
grammatical form, to be classed as commands, questions, etc.) are not in
fact descriptive, nor susceptible of being true or false. When is a state-
ment not a statement? When it is a formula in a calculus: when it is a
performatory utterance: when it is a value-judgment: when it is a defini-
tion: when it is part of a work of fiction—there are many such suggested
answers. It is simply not the business of such utterances to ‘correspond to
the facts’ (and even genuine statements have other businesses besides that
of so corresponding).

It is a matter for decision how far we should continue to call such
masqueraders ‘statements’ at all, and how widely we should be prepared
to extend the uses of ‘true’ and “false’ in “‘different senses.” My own feel-
ing is that it is better, when once a masquerader has been unmasked, not
to call it a statement and #ot to say it is true or false. In ordinary life we
should not call most of them statements at all, though philosophers and
grammarians may have come to do so {or rather, have lumped them
all together under the term of art ‘proposition’). We make a difference
between ‘You said you promised” and ‘You stated that you promised’:
the former can mean that you said ‘I promise,” whereas the latter must
mean that you said ‘I promised’: the latter, which we say you ‘stated,’ is
something which is true or false, whereas for the former, which is not
true or false, we use the wider verb to ‘say.” Similarly, there is a difference
between “You say this is (call this) a good picture’ and ‘You state that this
is a good picture.” Moreover, it was only so long as the real nature of
arithmetical formulas, say, or of geometrical axioms remained unrecog-
nized, and they were thought to record information about the world, that
it was reasonable to call them ‘true’ (and perhaps even ‘statements’—
though were they ever so called?): but, once their nature has been recog-
nized, we no longer feel tempted to call them ‘“true’ or to dispute about
their truth or falsity.

In the cases so far considered the model “This is red’ breaks down
because the ‘statements’ assimilated to it are not of a nature to corre-
spond to facts at all—the words are not descriptive words, and so on.
But there is also another type of case where the words are descriptive
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words and the ‘proposition’ does in a way have to correspond to facts,
but precisely not in the way that “This is red’ and similar statements set-
ting up to be true have to do.

In the human predicament, for use in which our language is designed,
we may wish to speak about states of affairs which have not been observed
or are not currently under observation (the future, for example). And
although we can state anything ‘as a fact’ (which statement will then be
true or false?®) we need not do so: we need only say “The cat may be on
the mat.” This utterance is quite different from tstS—it is not a statement
at all (it is not true or false; it is compatible with ‘The cat may »not be on
the mat’). In the same way, the situation in which we discuss whether and
state that tstS is true is different from the situation in which we discuss
whether it is probable that S. Tst it is probable that S is out of place,
inept, in the situation where we can make tstST, and, I think, conversely.
It is not our business here to discuss probability: but is worth observing
that the phrases ‘It is true that’ and ‘It is probable that’ are in the same
line of business,2” and in so far incompatibles.

In a recent article in Analysis, Mr. Strawson has propounded a view
of truth which it will be clear I do not accept. He rejects the ‘semantic’
account of truth on the perfectly correct ground that the phrase ‘is true’ is
not used in talking about sentences, supporting this with an ingenious
hypothesis as to how meaning may have come to be confused with truth:
but this will not suffice to show what he wants—that ‘is true’ is not used
in talking about (or that ‘truth is not a property of’) anything. For it is
used in talking about statements (which in his article he does not distin-
guish clearly from sentences). Further, he supports the ‘logical superfluity’
view to this extent, that he agrees that to say that ST is not to make any
further assertion at all, beyond the assertion that S: but he disagrees with
it in so far as he thinks that to say that ST is to do something more than
just to assert that S—it is namely to confirm or to grant (or something of
that kind) the assertion, made or taken as made already, that S. It will be
clear that and why I do not accept the first part of this: but what of the
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second part? I agree that to say that ST ‘is’ very often, and according to
the all-important linguistic occasion, to confirm tstS or to grant it or
what not; but this cannot show that to say that ST is not also and at the
same time to make an assertion about tstS. To say that I believe you ‘is’
on occasion to accept your statement; but it is also to make an assertion,
which is not made by the strictly performatory utterance ‘I accept your
statement.” It is common for quite ordinary statements to have a per-
formatory ‘aspect’ to say that you are a cuckold may be to insult you,
but it is also and at the same time to make a statement which is true
or false. Mr. Strawson, moreover, scems to confine himself to the case
where I say ‘Your statement is true’ or something similar—but what of
the case where you state that S and I say nothing but ‘look and see’ that
your statement is true? I do not see how this critical case, to which
nothing analogous occurs with strictly performatory utterances, could be
made to respond to Mr. Strawson’s treatment.

One final point: if it is admitted (if) that the rather boring yet satis-
factory relation between words and world which has here been discussed
does genuinely occur, why should the phrase ‘is true” not be our way of
describing it? And if it is not, what else is?

Notes

1. It is sufficiently obvious that ‘truth’ is a substantive, ‘true’ an adjective and ‘of’
in ‘true of’ a preposition.
2. A likeness is true fo life, but not true of it. A word picture can be true, just
because it is #ot a picture.

3. Predicates applicable also to ‘arguments,” which we likewise do not say are
true, but, for example, valid.

4, Peirce made a beginning by pointing out that there are two (or three) different
senses of the word ‘word,” and adumbrated a technique (‘counting’ words) for
deciding what is a ‘different sense.” But his two senses are not well defined,
and there are many more—the ‘vocable’ sense, the philologist’s sense in which
‘grammar’ is the same word as ‘glamour,” the textual critic’s sense in which the
‘the’ in |. 254 has been written twice, and so on. With all his 66 divisions of signs,
Peirce does not, I believe, distinguish between a sentence and a statement.

5. “Historic’ does not, of course, mean that we cannot speak of future or possible

statements. A ‘certain’ speaker need not be any definite speaker. ‘Utterance’ need
not be public utterance—the audience may be the speaker himself.
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6. ‘The same’ does not always mean the same. In fact it has no meaning in the
way that an ‘ordinary” word like ‘red’ or ‘horse’ has a meaning;: it is a (the typical)
device for establishing and distinguishing the meanings of ordinary words. Like
‘real,’ it is part of our apparatus i words for fixing and adjusting the semantics
of words.

7. Inverted commas show that the words, though uttered (in writing), are not to
be taken as a statement by the utterer, This covers two possible cases, (i) where
what is to be discussed is the sentence, (i) where what is to be discussed is a
statement made elsewhen in the words ‘quoted.” Only in case (i) is it correct to say
simply that the token is doing duty for the type (and even here it is quite incorrect
to say that ‘The cat is on the mat’ is the name of an English sentence—though
possibly The Cat is on the Mat might be the title of a novel, or a bull might be
known as Catta est in matta). Only in case (ii) is there something true or false, viz.
{not the quotation but) the statement made in the words quoted.

8. Both sets of conventions may be included together under ‘semantics.” But they
differ greatly.

9. “Is of a type with which’ means ‘is sufficiently like those standard states of
affairs with which.” Thus, for a statement to be true one state of affairs must be
like certain others, which is a natural relation, but also sufficiently like to merit
the same ‘description,” which is no longer a purely natural relation. To say “This
is red” is not the same as to say ‘This is like those,” nor even as to say ‘This is like
those which were called red.’ That things are similar, or even ‘exactly’ similar, 1
may literally see, but that they are the same | cannot literally see—in calling them
the same color a convention is involved additional to the conventional choice of
the name to be given to the color which they are said to be.

10. The trouble is that sentences contain words or verbal devices to serve both
descriptive and demonstrative purposes (not to mention other purposes), often
both at once. In philosophy we mistake the descriptive for the demanstrative
(theory of universals) or the demonstrative for the descriptive (theory of monads).
A sentence as normally distinguished from a mere word or phrase is characterized
by its containing a minimum of verbal demonstrative devices (Aristotle’s ‘refer-
ence to time’); but many demonstrative conventions are nonverbal (pointing,
etc.), and using these we can make a statement in a single word which is not a
‘sentence.” Thus, ‘languages’ like that of (traffic, etc.) signs use quite distinct
media for their descriptive and demonstrative elements (the sign on the post,
the site of the post). And however many verbal demonstrative devices we use as
auxiliaries, there must ahways be a nonverbal origin for these coordinates, which
is the point of utterance of the statement,

11. T use the following abbreviations:

S for the cat is on the mat.

ST for it is true that the cat is on the mat.
tst for the statement that.

I take tstS as my example throughout and not, say, tst Julius Caesar was bald
or tst all mules are sterile, because these latter are apt in their different ways



Truth 39

to make us overlook the distinction between sentence and statement: we have,
apparently, in the one case a sentence capable of being used to refer to only one
historic situation, in the other a statement without reference to at least (or to any
particular) one.

If space permitted other types of statement (existential, general, hypothetical,
etc.) should be dealt with: these raise problems rather of meaning than of truth,
though I feel uneasiness about hypotheticals.

12. If this is what was meant by ‘“It is raining” is true if and only if it is raining,’
so far so good.

13. It takes two to make a truth. Hence (obviously) there can be no criterion of
truth in the sensc of some feature detectable in the statement itself which will reveal
whether it is true or false. Hence, too, a statement cannot without absurdity refer
to itself.

14. ‘It is true that §’ and ‘It is a fact that §’ are applicable in the same circum-
stances; the cap fits when there is a head it fits. Other words can fill the same role
as ‘fact’: we say, e.g., ‘The situation is that S.”

15. We could use ‘nuts’ even now as a codeword: but a code, as a transformation
of a language, is distinguished from a language, and a codeword dispatched is not
(called) “true.’

16. Berkeley confuses these two. There will not be books in the running brooks
until the dawn of hydrosemantics.

17. A statement may refer to ‘itself’ in the sense, for example, of the sentence
used or the utterance uttered in making it (‘statement’ is not exempt from all
ambiguity). But paradox does result if a statement purports to refer to itself in a
more full-blooded sense, purports, that is, to state that it itself is true, or to state
what it itself refers to (‘This statement is about Cato’).

18. And ‘by implication’ tstST asserts something about the making of a state-
ment which tstS certainly does not assert.

19. This is not quite fair: there are many legal and personal reasons for holding
two trials—which, however, do not affect the point that the issue being tried is
not the same.

20. Not quite correct, because tstST is only in place at all when tstS is envisaged
as made and has been verified.

21. Unum, verum, bonum—the old favorites deserve their celebrity. There is some-
thing odd about each of them. Theoretical theology is a form of onomatolatry.

22, The following two sets of logical axioms are, as Aristotle (though not his
successors) makes them, quite distinct:
{a) No statement can be both true and false.
No statement can be neither true nor false.
{(b) Of two contradictory statements—

Both cannot be true.
Both cannot be false.
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The second set demands a definition of contradictories, and is usually joined
with an unconscious postulate that for every statement there is one and only one
other statement such that the pair are contradictories. It is doubtful how far any
language does or must contain contradictories, however defined, such as to
satisfy both this postulate and the set of axioms (b).

Those of the so-called ‘logical paradoxes’ (hardly a genuine class) which con-
cern ‘true’ and ‘false’ are not to be reduced to cases of self-contradiction, any
more than ‘S but I do not believe it’ is. A statement to the effect that it is itself true
is every bit as absurd as one to the effect that it is itself false. There are other types
of sentences which offend against the fundamental conditions of all communica-
tion in ways distinct from the way in which ‘This is red and is not red’ offends—
e.g., ‘This does (I do) not exist,” or equally absurd ‘This exists (I exist).” There are
more deadly sins than one; nor does the way to salvation lie through any hierarchy.

23. To be false is (not, of course, to correspond to a nonfact, but) to miscor-
respond with a fact. Some have not seen how, then, since the statement which
is false does not describe the fact with which it miscorresponds (but misdescribes
it), we know which fact to compate it with: this was because they thought of all
linguistic conventions as descriptive—but it is the demonstrative conventions
which fix which situation it is to which the statement refers. No statement can
state what it itself refers to.

24. Here there is much sense in ‘coherence’ (and pragmatist) theories of truth,
despite their failure to appreciate the trite but central point that truth is a matter
of the relation between words and world, and despite their wrongheaded Gleich-
schaltung of all varieties of statemental failure under the lone head of ‘partly
true’ (thercafter wrongly equated with ‘part of the truth’). ‘Correspondence’
theorists too often talk as one would who held that every map is either accu-
rate or inaccurate; that accuracy is a singly and the sole virtue of a map; that
every country can have but one accurate map; that a map on a larger scale or
showing different features must be a map of a different country; and so on.

25. Austin pursues this line of thought further in How to Do Things with Words
{Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1962), pp. 139ff.—Ed.

26. Though it is not yet in place to call it either. For the same reason, one cannot
lie or tell the truth about the future.

27. Compare the odd behaviors of ‘was’ and ‘will be’ when attached to ‘true’ and
to ‘probable.’
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A Realist Conception of Truth

William P. Alston

1 Introduction

In this essay [ will set out what I call a ““realist conception of truth” and
defend it, insofar as that is required. The basic idea is a simple and
familiar one. A statement, for example, is true if and only if (iff) what the
statement is about is as the statement says it to be (more soberly, as the
one making the statement says it to be). The statement that this room is
lit is true iff what the statement is about, this room, is as it is said to be in
making that statement, namely, lit. More succinctly, the statement that
this room is lit is true iff this room is lit. The “content” of the statement,
what it states to be the case, gives us everything we need to specify what
it is for the statement to be true. That, in essence, is the conception of
(propositional) truth I wish to defend.! It has many distinguished ante-
cedents, reaching back at least as far as Aristotle, who said in a famous
passage of the Metaphysics, “To say of what is that it is and of what is
not that it is not is true” (IV, 6, 1001b, 28). But though the basic idea is
very simple, it is not so easy to know how best to formulate it.

I will say something about that task in a moment, though not as much
as in my recent book {Alston 1996), but first I want to explain why I call
this a realist conception. Though ‘realism’ is more commonly used for
one or another metaphysical position, I find it appropriate to call this
conception of truth ‘realist’. The reason is this. What it takes to render
a statement true is something that is objective vis-a-vis that statement,
namely, a fact involving what the statement is about. The truth value
of the statement depends on how it is with ““the world” “beyond” the
statement rather than on some feature of the statement itself. In
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particular, and looking forward to the main competitor of the realist
conception, truth value does not depend on the epistemic status of the
statement, whether it is justified, warranted, counts as an expression of
knowledge, or coheres with some system or other. I will use the term
alethic realism for the view that the realist conception of truth is the
one that is ordinarily used in application to statements, beliefs, and
propositions.

Now for more elaborated formulations. There are two things to deter-
mine. (1) What to take as truth-value (“T-value) bearers; what sort of
thing is true or false. (2) How do we say, in general, what, on this con-
ception, it is for a T-value bearer to be true? I will take them in that
order.

2 The Choice of Truth Bearers

My brief introductory remarks were in terms of statements. But since by
far the most popular choice for T-value bearers in recent English-speaking
philosophy is sentences, I must say a word as to why I do not go along
with this. First, we must distinguish between sentence types and tokens,
A sentence type is the sort of entity that can be uttered and heard on
many different occasions. You and I both utter the sentence ‘I’'m hungry’.
I utter it, the same sentence, many times. Here we are speaking of a sen-
tence type. Each of the utterances of the sentence is a different sentence
token. Most discussions of the truth of sentences deal with types. When
someone brings out the old chestnut, *“Snow is white” is true iff snow is
white’, she is not speaking of some particular utterance of that sentence
but rather of what is common to all those utterances. But there are deci-
sive reasons against attributing T-values to sentence types. The most
serious one concerns the radical underdetermination of reference by
meaning in natural languages. You and I both say ‘The indicator on the
dial is at 7°, but it may be that what I say is true and what you say is
false. The dial P'm looking at reads ‘7°, but you have misread the dial you
are looking at. What are we to say of the sentence type ‘The indicator on
the dial is at 7°? If we regard it as a bearer of T-values, we will have to
say that it is sometimes true and sometimes false. And it’s worse than
that. Since many people utter this sentence at various times, the sentence
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type is constantly changing its T-value. But there are strong reasons
against thinking of T-value bearers as so unstable. If I want to know
whether it is true that the dial T was looking at reads 7, it is so that I
can use that reading in the testing of some hypothesis. If the T-value of a
T-value bearer with which I am concerned were constantly changing, or
even occasionally changing, I could not either include it or reject it as a
bit of evidence. And the same is true of more practical matters. I am
concerned with whether it is true that you are hungry. If it is the sentence
type ‘m hungry’ that is in question, that may well not retain the same
T-value long enough for me to prepare food for you. These elementary
points have been ignored by many philosophers in this century, primar-
ily, I speculate, because of their preoccupation with artificial, formalized
“languages,” in which, since it is just stipulated what the referent of each
singular term is, the kind of problem just mentioned does not arise.

Recently such considerations have led many philosophers to switch to
sentence tokens as T-value bearers. A particular token can be assigned a
stable T-value provided the speaker has satisfied the requirements, refer-
ential and otherwise, for making a definite statement. An alternative is to
continue to ascribe T-values to sentence types, but relative to various
contextual features that serve to pin down singular reference and other
respects in which one token can differ in T-value from other tokens of the
same type. So they think of the type ‘’m hungry’ as having one T-value
relative to one speaker and time and another T-value relative to a differ-
ent speaker and time. On both of these alternatives, things become much
less clear cut than they were when sentence types were straighforwardly
taken to be true or false. In both cases matters other than purely linguis-
tic ones are brought into the T-value bearer: the speaker, time of utter-
ance, contextual factors that determine the reference of an expression like
‘the chair’, and so on.

However, the sentential choice faces an much more fundamental prob-
lem, one that points the way to a superior alternative. So far as I can
see, there is no ordinary, nontechnical practice of applying ‘true’ and
‘false’ either to sentence types or to sentence tokens. Ask someone inno-
cent of Anglo-American philosophy whether the sentence type ‘The chair
is broken’ (not what someone is asserting by a particular utterance of
that sentence) is true or false, and see if he can understand the question.
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As for tokens, an utterance like ‘Is that sequence of sounds you just
made with your vocal organs true or false?’ has no natural interpretation
available to each fluent speaker of the language by virtue of her linguistic
competence. But there is a way of introducing such a practice, at least for
sentence tokens, as well as for sentence types that don’t vary in ways I
have been illustrating. For the token, we consider what statement was
made in issuing that token and take the token to enjoy the T-value of that
statement. For stable types, like ‘Snow is white’, we consider what state-
ment would normally be made by a standard use of that sentence. And
that, in effect, is what people do who assign truth values to sentences.
This was implicit in the account I gave above of how sentence types can
be assigned T-values relative to certain other factors. We pick factors that
will affect what staternent would be made by a particular utterance of the
sentence.

But note where this has brought us. To understand what it is for a
sentence to be true, we have to use the notion of the truth of a statement.
A sentence token is true iff the statement made by uttering that sentence
is true. And so even if attributing T-values to sentences is a viable proj-
ect, it is conceptually dependent on thinking of statements as T-bearers.
Hence statements are more fundamental bearers of T-values.

But in what sense of ‘statement’? ‘Statement’ is ambiguous between the
act of stating and what is stated, the content of the statement. Similarly
‘belief’, the term for another prominent T-value bearer, is ambiguous
between the psychological state of believing something and what is
believed, the content of the belief. It seems clear that in both cases it is in
the content sense that ‘true’ or ‘false’ applies. When I wonder whether
Smith’s statement that Clinton will address the nation this evening is
true, my interest is in whether it is true that Clinton will address the
nation this evening, rather than in some feature peculiar to Smith’s
speech act. And the same holds of beliefs. You say that you believe that
Clinton is innocent of the charges brought by Paula Jones, and I say
“Do you really think that’s true?” What is the referent of ‘that’ here? Not
your psychological state of belief, but that Clinton is innocent of the
charges.

Now for the final step. The content of a belief or statement can be
termed a proposition. The ‘that’ clauses we use to specify those contents
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can also be used to individuate propositions. Just as we can speak of
the statement that gold is malleable and the belief that gold is malleable,
so we can refer to the proposition that gold is malleable by, so to say,
detaching the proposition from its status as the content of a statement or
belief (or hope, fear, doubt, wondering, or whatever) and hold it up for
examination on its own. And just as statements or beliefs can be termed
true or false, so can propositions—naturally, since when we engage in the
former talk, it is what is stated or what is believed to which we attribute
a T-value; that is, we attribute the T-value to the proposition that is the
content of the act of stating or believing. Hence we can take propositions
as the most fundamental bearers of truth values. Statements and beliefs
have that status by virtue of the propositions that are their contents, and
sentences have that status, if at all, by derivation from statements.

Talk of propositions often raises philosophical hackles, and if I were
seriously to address issues concerning the ontological status of propo-
sitions, I would never get to my main concerns here. Propositions are
variously construed as abstract entities with an independent (Platonic)
mode of timeless existence, as sets of possible worlds, as states of affairs
that might or might not obtain, as complexes with structures that mirror
those of sentences, and so on. Insofar as I have a view on such matters, it
is Aristotelian rather than Platonist in that I think that the basic onto-
logical locus of propositions is the acts of stating and the “propositional”
attitudes in which they figure as contents. But for present purposes [
sidestep all such questions. I take it that if one knows how to use ‘that’
clauses to specify statements, propositional psychological attitudes, and
propositions, one has all the working grasp of the notion of propositions
one needs to talk and think intelligibly of propositions as the basic bear-
ers of T-values. The ontological chips may be left to fall where they may.

3 How to Formulate the Realist Conception of Truth

The next issue concerns how to give a general formulation of the realist
conception of what it is for a proposition to be true. The initial rough
formulation of the truth of a statement as dependent on what the state-
ment is about seems less felicitous when applied to propositions as such.
But the gut insight is the same. The proposition that this room is lit is
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true iff the room is lit. Underlying this, and any other formulation con-
cerning a particular proposition, is a general schema, which I will call the
T-schema.

(1) The proposition that p is true iff p.

The similarity to Tarski’s famous “equivalence of the form (T)” will not
have escaped your notice.

(2) X is true iff p.
But the differences are equally significant.

» Schema (2) is about sentences, while schema (1) is about propositions.

+ Schema (2), unlike schema (1), is designed for use with artificial, for-
malized “languages.”

» Schema (2) is to be read in terms of material equivalence. Schema (1) is
to be so understood that any substitution instance of the schema is a
necessary, conceptual, analytic truth.?

Now (1), being a schema rather than a definite proposition, does not
amount to a thesis about what it is for a proposition to be true. Never-
theless, it contains the seed of such a thesis. The simplest way to develop
the seed into a full blown plant is to use substitutional quantification to
give it a universal generalization.

(3) Itis a necessary, conceptual, analytic truth that (p) the proposition
that p is true iff p.

This is not objectual quantification, but not because propositions are not
“objects.” Even if they are, it still doesn’t count as objectual quantifi-
cation, because the variables cannot be replaced by singular referring
expressions that pick out objects. They must be replaced by declarative
sentences. (Some philosophers try to treat declarative sentences as refer-
ring expressions, but so much the worse for them.) And substitutional
quantification makes many philosophers nervous. Since I am not among
them, I have no objection to treating (3) as a general statement of the
position. But for those who do find it objectionable, there are alterna-
tives. We can convey the same conception of propositional truth by going
metalinguistic as in schema (4):

(4) Any substitution instance of {1) is a necessary, conceptual, analytic
truth.
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Anyone who realizes the necessary, conceptual, analytic truth of any
substitution instance of the T-schema has grasped the realist conception
of truth.

Note that none of this can claim to be a definition of truth, in the
sense of a synonym of ‘true’ that can be substituted for ‘true’ whenever it
occurs as a predicate of propositions. Even the most explicit formulation,
(3), is not even a contextual definition. For even though, as I take it, it is
true just by virtue of the meaning of ‘true’ that for any p, p’s being the
case is a necessary and sufficient condition for the truth of p, I am not
willing to admit, as “deflationists” claim, that ‘It is true that gold is
malleable’ is synonymous with ‘Gold is malleable’. For the former con-
tains a concept lacking in the latter, namely, the concept of truth. And it
seems clear to me that one could understand ‘Gold is malleable’ (or at
least simpler proposition-expressing sentences like “The dog is scratching
itself’) without possessing the concept of truth. What I claim for (3) and
(4) is that they are effective ways of bringing out the concept of proposi-
tional truth, in that any one who accepts them is thereby in possession of
that concept.

4 A Defense of the Realist Conception of Truth

When I try to reflect on the question of why I accept this way of bringing
out what it is for a proposition to be true, I find it difficult to know how
to answer. For (3) and (4) seem to me to be miserable truisms, which no
one who fully realized what he was saying would deny. If someone
should say, “There is no doubt that oil is thicker than water, but it is not
at all clear to me that it is true that oil is thicker than water,” how should
we respond? I would respond by saying that if the speaker had his mind
on what he was saying and had no difficulty with the other terms of the
utterance like ‘doubt’ and ‘clear’, then we must judge that he is deficient
in his grasp of ‘true’; that he simply does not have the ordinary concept
of propositional truth. It simply doesn’t make sense to say ‘Oil is thicker
than water, but it is not true that oil is thicker than water’.

But if this is so truistic, why should I have devoted a sizable book to
laying it out and defending it? As for laying it out, the difficulty of iden-
tifying the best way of formulating it may be a sufficient reason. But as
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for defending it, the reason is that many contemporary thinkers deny it,
or at least take positions that appear to be inconsistent with it. As Cicero
once wrote, there is nothing so absurd that it may not be found in the
books of the philosophers. And if it weren’t for the fact that philoso-
phers, especially the cleverest among them, are given to espousing and
defending what seem to be obviously false positions, the more sensible
among us might be at a loss as to how to spend our time. (Or perhaps we
would find more useful pursuits!) Against that background I feel it is not
a waste of time to exhibit clearly and defend the ordinary way of under-
standing propositional truth.

A word is in order concerning the relation of the realist conception of
truth to various forms of metaphysical realism and antirealism. Since
metaphysical realism is a large and sprawling territory, I cannot properly
enter into it in this essay. But I will just stick my toe in. My account of
truth is neutral between the historically prominent metaphysical debates
between realists and their opponents. The basic point can be put this
way. The metaphysical realist and the metaphysical antirealist differ as to
what propositions are true or false, but they need not differ as to what it
is for a proposition to be true or false. This is obvious with respect to
what we might call “parochial” realisms and antirealisms, realism with
respect to a certain putative domain of reality: properties, propositions,
and other “abstract objects”; physical objects; theoretical entities; moral
properties; aesthetic values; God. The “realist” and the phenomenalist
about physical objects can agree that their claims are true or false, de-
pending on whether what they are talking about is as they say it to be.
The same point can be made concerning realists and instrumentalists
about theoretical entities, and concerning theists and atheists. I would
even say that the more “objective” forms of idealism, typified by Berkeley,
can accept a realist account of truth. On a Berkeleyan idealism, a certain
physical fact, e.g., that there is a spruce tree in my front yard, turns out
to be a fact about the mind of God. But whether it is true that there is
a spruce tree in my front yard depends on whether the mind of God is
organized as that proposition (interpreted in a Berkeleyan way) would
have it organized.

I am prepared to go further and hold that even an ontological rela-
tivism like that espoused by Putnam or Goodman is compatible with
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realism about truth. On these views, what seems to be a purely objective
fact {say about my spruce tree) obtains only relative to a certain concep-
tual scheme, one to which there are viable alternatives. But if we put the
relativity into the content of propositions rather than in the concept of
truth {something that Putnam sometimes denies), then we can say, in the
spirit of the T-schema, that it is true that, relative to scheme C, there is a
spruce tree in my front yard iff relative to scheme C there is a spruce tree
in my front yard.?

To be sure, what a given philosopher calls ‘metaphysical realism’ may
include a commitment to a realist conception of truth, and when that
philosopher opposes “metaphysical realism,” that opposition can be ex-
pected to include a rejection of the realist conception of truth. We
find this exemplifed in, for example, Putnam 1981. But from my point
of view, in that book Putnam has linked together what I would regard
as a distinctively metaphysical realism (“The world consists of some
fixed totality of mind-independent objects”) and a realist view of truth
(“Truth involves some sort of correspondence relation between words or
thought-signs and external things and sets of things”) (1981, 49).# If we
separate out the strictly metaphysical claim, we find that one can deny
that without denying the realist conception of truth.

5 Does the Account Go Far Enough?

Even if one were prepared to admit that my account is accurate, as far as
it goes, one might maintain that it does not go far enough. To bring out
the basis for this reaction, I need to identify how my account is minimal.
Its minimality consists in its undertaking the fewest commitments com-
patible with identifying the concept of truth. It is restricted to bringing
out how the truth of a proposition depends, to vary the expression a bit,
on whether its content is “actualized” or “realized” in the “world.” In
the terms I used above, it is confined to affirming the conceptual truth of
all instantiations of the T-schema, and anything equivalent to that. But
traditionally accounts of truth that are of a generally realist cast have
been more ambitious. They have taken truth to consist in some kind of
correspondence between a proposition and a fact. This is typically spelled
out by specifying a kind of structural isomorphism that must hold between
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a proposition and a fact if the proposition is to be true. And my account
is silent about all that. I take this to be a virtue, but the present objection
deems it a vice. So which is it?

My answer is that it is both, and to sustain that answer I need to make
a distinction. The distinction I need is one that, in other cases, has been
prominent in philosophy lately: that between the concept of P and the
property of P. To take an familiar example, the ordinary concept of
water is something like a stuff that is liguid (in certain temperature
ranges), tasteless and colorless when pure, what falls in rain, what is in
oceans, lakes, and streams, etc. The ordinary, pretheoretic concept con-
tains no specification of chemical composition, much less finer physical
structure. But empirical investigation has revealed that the property of
being (pure) water, the property of belonging to that natural kind, is
having the chemical constitution H,O. This is a feature of the kind
that, while compatible with the features represented in the concept, goes
beyond them to a significant extent. The same distinction can be made
here. Even if the ordinary concept of truth is adequately picked out by my
T-schema-based account, it may be that further investigation will reveal
additional features of what truth is, what the property is whose posses-
sion makes a proposition true. To be sure, this case differs from the water
case in that the investigation will not be empirical in the same way. It
will consist, rather, of reflection on a proposition’s being true and of an
attempt to specify what is necessarily involved in that. I have just hinted
at a direction such an investigation might take: exploring the structures
of propositions and facts and spelling out what it takes for the right kind
of “match.” In these terms I deny that my account does not “go far
enough” to identify the concept, but I agree that it does not go so far as
to spell out features of the property that go beyond that. My position on
the concept is not committed to the success of any such further charac-
terization, but it is not committed to its failure either.

Moreover, my realist conception of truth is by no means neutral
between different ideas as to what further features the property might
have. As I will argue below, it sorts ill with accounts of the property of
truth in terms of epistemic features of T-value bearers. On a more posi-
tive note, it seems clear that the T-schema suggests a correspondence
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theory of the property; indeed, such a theory seems to be implicit in the
schema. The T-schema naturally gives rise to the idea that a proposition
is made true by a fact. The dictum that the proposition that lemons are
sour is true iff lemons are sour is naturally read as saying that the propo-
sition is made true by the fact that lemons are sour (rather than that
lemons are made sour by the truth of the proposition}. We could embody
that idea in what might be called a minimalist form of a correspondence
theory.

(5) (p) the proposition that p is true iff it is a fact that p.

This is, at most, an inchoate form of correspondence theory because it
does nothing to spell out how a fact has to be related to a proposition to
make it true. But the T-schema does exhibi what it is about a particular
fact that makes a particular proposition true; it does so by using the same
‘that’ clause to specify both. We might put this by saying that it is an
identity of “content” that makes that fact, rather than some other, the
truth maker for that proposition. And this talk of identity of content has
brought us to the verge of a full-blown correspondence theory, which
would go into what the “content” of propositions and of facts consists
in—an attempt that would presumably lead to a specification of some-
thing like a structural isomorphism between a proposition and the truth-
making fact.

6 Epistemological Objections to the Realist Conception

Now I want to consider a widespread kind of objection to a realist con-
ception of truth, what I call an “epistemological” objection. By this [
mean not an argument that an epistemic account of the concept is supe-
rior to a realist one, but rather an argument that is concerned with the
epistemology of truth, with what it takes to tell whether a given propo-
sition is true. The argument is that this is impossible on a realist concep-
tion of truth.

The argument exists in many versions. A prominent one depends on
the assumption that determining that a proposition is true, on the realist
conception, requires ‘“‘comparing a proposition with a fact,” and it is
argued (or more frequently, just assumed) that this is impossible.’
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Here are some dicta to that effect (in terms of statements or beliefs,
rather than propositions, but we have seen to how to translate back and

forth):

Each statement may be combined or compared with other statements, e.g., in
order to draw conclusions from the combined statements, or to see if they are
compatible with each other or not. But statements are never compared with a
“reality,” with “facts.” None of those who support a cleavage between state-
ments and reality is able to give a precise account of how a comparison between
statements and facts may possibly be accomplished, and how we may possibly
ascertain the structure of facts. (Hempel 1935, 50-51)

If meanings are given by objective truth conditions there is a question how we can
know that the conditions are satisfied, for this would appear to require a con-
frontation between what we believe and reality; and the idea of such a confron-
tation is absurd. (Davidson 1986, 307)

Justification is a matter of accommodating beliefs that are being questioned to a
body of accepted beliefs. Justification always terminates with other beliefs and not
with our confronting raw chunks of reality, for that idea is incoherent. (Williams
1977, 112)

Neither the claim that to tell that a proposition is true, on a realist
account, requires comparing a proposition and a fact, nor the claim that
this is impossible, is supported by any argument here. And why should
we suppose that [ have to make any such comparison to discover that a
proposition is realistically true? In reflecting on this question, we discover
an important distinction between ways of understanding the require-
ment. It is susceptible of an innocuous interpretation in which whenever I
recognize that it’s true that this room is lit just by recognizing that this
room is lit, T have carried out a comparison of proposition and fact. If
that’s all it amounts to, it is unsurprising that philosophers like those just
quoted mount no argument for its impossibility. But presumably they
have in mind something more ambitious and {allegedly) more difficult.
Thus, it is sometimes made explicit that it is a maximally direct aware-
ness of facts and their relation to propositions, along with the epistemic
statuses of infallibility and indubitability customarily associated with
direct awareness, that is said to be both required by the realist conception
and to be impossible. This is suggested by Davidson’s and Williams’s use
of the metaphor of confrontation. It is more explicit in Rorty’s 1979
attack on a realist understanding of truth as presupposing an indefensible
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account of the mind as a “mirror of nature,” as capable of unmediated,
foolproof awarenesses of extramental fact.

But why suppose that even an explicit, conscious comparison of fact
and proposition requires that one be immediately aware of the fact in
question? Why wouldn’t it be enough to have any sort of knowledge of
fact, whether immediate, inductively derived, based on inference to the
best explanation, or whatever? So long as we know that the fact obtains,
why should it matter how we get that knowledge?

In any event, if we think of a kind of awareness that is properly termed
‘direct’, even if not infallible and indubitable, such as perception of the
immediate environment as viewed by direct realists about perception,
why isn’t that possible and why can’t that be a basis for determining
whether facts and propositions match? Here is a spirited defense of that
possibility by Moritz Schlick, in response to the 1935 article by Hempel,
from which I quoted above.

I have been accused of maintaining that statements can be compared with facts. I
plead guilty. T have maintained this. But I protest against my punishment. [ have
often compared propositions to facts; so I had no reason to say that it couldn’t be
done. I found, for instance, in my Baedeker the statement: ‘““This cathedral has
two spires,” [ was able to compare it with “reality” by looking at the cathedral,
and this comparison convinced me that Baedeker’s assertion was true....

Perhaps you say: “But if we analyze the process of verification of Baedeker’s
assertion we shall find that it amounts to a comparison of propositions.” I
answer: whatever the result of your analysis may be, at any rate we can distin-
guish between cases in which a written, printed or spoken sentence is compared
with some other written, printed or spoken sentence, and cases like our example,
where a sentence is compared with the thing of which it speaks. And it is this
latter case which I took the liberty of describing as a “comparison of a proposi-
tion with a fact.”...

You insist that a statement cannot or must not be compared to anything but
statements. But why? It is my humble opinion that we can compare anything to
anything if we choose. Do you believe that propositions and facts are too far
removed from each other? Too different? Is it a mysterious property of proposi-
tions that they cannot be compared with anything else? That would seem to be a
rather mystical view. (Schlick, in Macdonald 1954, 232-235)

Against this eminently commonsensical protest by Schlick there is a
serious argument from the nature of perceptual cognition, an argument
that was prominent in absolute idealism and that has enjoyed a recent
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revival of influence. This argument picks up on Schlick’s surmise that his
opponent will claim that his perceptual verification amounts to a com-
parison between propositions. We find it, to pick one source out of a
crowd, in Blanshard 1939. There, in responding to a claim like Schlick’s,
he writes as follows:

It [the position Blanshard opposes] assumes that, corresponding to our judgment,
there is some solid chunk of fact, directly presented to sense and beyond all
question, to which thought must adjust itself. And this “solid fact” is a fiction.
What the theory takes as fact and actually uses as such is another judgement or
set of judgements, and what provides the verification is the coherence between the
initial judgement and these. (Blanshard 1939, vol. 2, p. 228)

This is a form of the currently popular view that perceptual awareness
of objects is conceptually structured and, in stronger forms like that of
Blanshard’s, propositionally structured in such a way as to involve judg-
ments with the propositional content in question. Hence Blansard takes it
that one can’t see a cardinal without judging it to be such and such (not
necessarily to be a cardinal). And from that he draws the conclusion that
the supposed external fact of the cardinal sitting on a branch is really itself
a judgment (statement, proposition), rather than a fact correspondence
with which could render the judgement true.

But, of course, even if all perceptual awareness is propositionally
structured, and even if it all involves judgement (which I do not admit for
a moment), it would not follow that there is nothing to the perceptual
awareness of a cardinal but a judgement. Seeing a cardinal is obviously
different from merely judging that a cardinal is there. And that difference
reflects something in the perception that is in addition to judgement,
some kind of distinctively perceptual awareness of what any judgement
that may be involved is about. And so the thesis that perception has a
pervasively propositional structure leaves open the possibility that this
distinctively perceptual awareness of objects might constitute a presen-
tation, even a direct presentation, of extrajudgmental fact. But though I
don’t think that the proponents of this objection to a realist conception
of truth have closed off the possibility of a direct awareness of extra-
mental facts, I don’t want to rest my case on that highly controversial
claim. Instead what I take to be my strongest point is the earlier one: that
even if no such direct awareness is possible, one can “compare” propo-
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sition and fact, provided one has knowledge of each, whether that
knowledge is direct or not.

Finally, I want to look at a more general epistemological argument
against a realist conception of truth. This one is based on the supposition
that it is essential to realism to construe truth value as determined by a
reality that is external to our knowledge, not just in the sense of being
other than our knowledge, but also in the sense of being inaccessible to it.
There is a forthright statement of this position is Horwich 1982. There
he characterizes “metaphysical realism” as the doctrine that “the con-
cept of truth involves a primitive non-epistemic idea—for example, ‘cor-
respondence with reality’.... Truth is held to be a genuine property of
certain propositions ... and ... the goal that motivates our standards of
justification and our verification procedures” (1982, 182). This is along
the same lines as my alethic realism. Horwich goes on to say,

The respect in which metaphysical realism is committed to autonomous facts is . . .
radical. It concerns the adequacy of the canons of justification implicit in scientific
and ordinary linguistic practice—what reason is there to suppose that they guide
us towards the truth? This question, given metaphysical realism, is substantial
and, I think, impossible to answer; and it is this gulf between truth and our ways
of attempting to recognize it which constitutes the respect in which facts are
radically autonomous. Assuming a grasp of propositions, and knowledge of what
it is for them to have the property of metaphysical truth, it is far from clear how
we could derive the ability to recognize when this property applies. Indeed, it is
our total inability to see how this problem might be solved which should lead
us to reject metaphysical realism. ... Thus metaphysical realism involves to an

unacceptable, indeed fatal, degree the autonomy of facts: there is from that per-
spective no reason to suppose that scientific practice provides even the slightest

clue to what is true. (1982, 185-186)

Needless to say, Horwich is free to define ‘metaphysical realism’ in any
way he pleases. What he is not free to do is first to define the view in
terms of a nonepistemic concept of truth that takes it to be something
like correspondence with fact, and then to attribute to the view so defined
a representation of facts whereby we have no way of determining what
the facts are, without giving any reasons for supposing that this view of
truth is committed to the latter.6 And he gives no reason for supposing
that “metaphysical realism,” as he defines it, is committed to taking the
truth-making facts to be cognitively inaccessible. It is sheerly arbitrary to
burden the view with such crippling consequences.
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Another attempt to saddle realism about truth with the doctrine that
facts are inaccessible is found in Rorty’s essay, “The World Well Lost”
in Rorty 1982, in which he presents this extreme conception as the
only alternative to regarding “the world” as consisting of the beliefs we
take to be firmly established and immune from doubt. Referring to the
Davidsonian position that it is necessary that most of our beliefs are true,
he writes,

If one accepts the Davidson-Stroud position, then “the world” will just be the
stars, the people, the tables, and the grass—all those things which nobody except
the occasional “scientific realist” philosopher thinks might not exist. So in one
sense of ‘world>—the sense in which (except for a few fringe cases like gods,
neutrinos, and natural rights) we now know perfectly well what the world is like
and could not possibly be wrong about it—there is no argument about the point
that it is the world that determines truth. ... But this is, of course, not enough for
the realist. What he wants is precisely what the Davidson-Stroud argument pre-
vents him from having—the notion of a world so “independent of our knowl-
edge” that it might, for all we know, prove to contain none of the things we have
always thought we were talking about. This notion of the world must be the
notion of something completely unspecified and unspecifiable—the thing in itself,
in fact. To sum up the point, I want to claim that “the world™ is either the purely
vacuous notion of the ineffable cause of sense and goal of intellect, or else a name
for the objects that inquiry at the moment is leaving alone: those planks in the
boat which are at the moment not being moved about. (1982, 14-15)

Here Rorty, the master of caricature, is exercising his art. If you are
not content to construe “the world,” “reality,” as consisting of beliefs
that are taken as firmly established (or as needing no establishment), then
the only alternative is a world of which we can know nothing. But as
soon as this disjunction is formulated, it can be seen to be obviously not
exhaustive. Why couldn’t the world be made up of facts that are what
they are, independent of our cognitive successes and failures, without
these facts being all of them inaccessible to our knowledge? Why foist
onto the realist, who takes the truth of p to depend solely on whether it is
the case that p, the commitment to p’s being unknowable? Isn’t there
room for the category of might or might not be known, as well as the
categories of known and unknowable?

You will note that Rorty’s argument attacks a form of metaphysical
realism properly so called that takes the facts on which (many) proposi-
tions depend for their truth value to be what they are independent of our
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cognitive dealings with them. Rorty, like many philosophers, makes no
sharp distinction between such metaphysical realism and realism about
truth. {Indeed, Rorty associates the T-schema with his alternative to
realism about truth!) By contrast, [ have already dissociated my realism
about truth from any commitment to such a metaphysical position,
though the two positions do have an affinity for each other. Nevertheless,
Rorty’s line of argument can be turned against a realist construal of
truth, and that is why I introduced it here. This is because Rorty presents
the view of reality as cognitively inaccessible by us as the only alternative
to a coherence theory of truth, and this leaves no room for a realist
account of truth on which the facts that make propositions true are often
accessible. Hence it is not irrelevant to the defense of my view to point
out the defects in arguments that purport to show that any alternative to
a coherence account of truth makes truth undiscoverable.

7 Epistemic Conceptions of Truth

The main alternatives to a realist conception of truth are epistemic
conceptions, which identify truth with some positive epistemic status of
T-value bearers. This positive epistemic status is variously identifed with
membership in a maximally comprehensive and coherent system (as with
the absolute idealist views of truth as coherence that were prominent in
the late 1800s and early 1900s), with what, in Peirce’s well-known for-
mulation, “is fated to be ultimately agreed to by all who investigate,”
with what, in Dewey’s phrase, is “instrumental to an active reorganiza-
tion of the given environment, a removal of some specific trouble or
perplexity,” and more recently in Putnam 1981, with being such that it
“would be justified in epistemically ideal conditions.” To give focus to
this brief discussion, I will concentrate on Putnam’s view, abbreviating
his candidate for truth as “ideal justifiability” (IJ) and his view as the
“ideal justifiability conception” (IJC).

Though epistemic conceptions of truth have been attractive to many, 1
believe that they are among the few widely held philosophical positions
that can be definitively refuted. [ will give brief presentations of four
arguments against them.”
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i

The first is an ‘“‘extensional” argument to the effect that truth and IJ are
not completely coextensive. That is the case if there are propositions that
are true but not IJ, or IJ but not true. I will concentrate here on the for-
mer possibility. If I were to try to give particular examples, it could be
objected that I can hardly be confident that a belief is true without sup-
posing myself to be justified in accepting it and supposing that this justi-
fication would hold up no matter how improved my epistemic situation.
Even if that is so, it would not follow that a belief could not be true
without being IJ. But rather than continuing that argument, I prefer to
proceed more indirectly. I will consider how plausible it is to hold that
there are true propositions that would not be justifiable in an ideal epis-
temic situation.

The most extreme candidates would be propositions such that nothing
that tells for or against their truth is cognitively accessible to human
beings, even in principle. I need not restrict myself here to propositions
we are able to envisage. May there not be states of affairs, or even entire
realms or aspects of reality, that are totally inaccessible to human cogni-
tion? If so, propositions to the effect that such states of affairs obtain will
be true, even though no beliefs or statements bearing those propositions
as their content would be justifiable in an epistemically ideal situation.

But how plausible is it that there are realms or aspects of reality that
are in principle inaccessible to human cognition? There are consider-
ations that render it quite plausible. Think of the limitations of our cog-
nitive powers—Ilimitations on our storage and retrieval capacity, on the
amount of data we can process simultaneously, on the considerations we
can hold together in our minds at one moment, on the complexity of
propositions we are capable of grasping. Isn’t it highly likely that there
are facts that will forever lie beyond us just because of these limitations?
And it is not just our finitude; there is also what we might call our “par-
ticularity.” The cognitive design of human beings represents only one out
of a large multitude of possible designs for cognitive subjects, even for
embodied cognitive subjects as finite as we are, leaving out of account
angels and God. It seems clear that there could be corporeal cognitive
subjects with forms of sensory receptivity different from ours, with sen-
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sitivity to different forms of physical energy. There could be subjects with
different innate cognitive tendencies, propensities, and hard-wired beliefs
and concepts. There could be subjects who reason in patterns different
from those we employ. All this strongly suggests that there are many
facts accessible to cognizers with radically different hardware and soft-
ware but totally inaccessible to us.

One possible response to this objection would be to make the [JC
range over cognitive subjects generally. Truth would then be identified
with justifiability for some cognitive subjects or other in situations that
are the most ideal for those subjects. And if there are still true proposi-
tions unenvisageable by any actual subjects, we could make the con-
ception range over possible subjects as well. These modifications would
certainly take the sting out of the present objection. But it would also
take much of the sting out of the IJC. If we survey the reasons that have
been given for an epistemic definition of truth, we will see that they are
heavily anthropocentric. Dummett’s arguments for a verificationist con-
ception of truth, for example, depend on considering what sorts of truth
conditions we could learn to attach to sentences. James and Dewey are
preoccupied with how we judge beliefs to be true or false and with the
functions beliefs we call true play for us in our lives. And Putnam writes,
“A true statement is a statement that a rational being would accept on
sufficient experience of the kind that is actually possible for beings with
our nature to have” (1981, 64). And in any event, we would have to
restrict consideration to finite cognitive subjects. If an omniscient deity
were brought into the picture, the position would lack the antirealist bite
it is designed to have.® Realism should have no hesitation in recognizing
that a necessary condition of the truth of a proposition is that it would be
known (accepted, believed, etc.) by an omniscient cognitive subject. And
with the restriction to finite subjects in place, we still have to take seri-
ously the idea that some aspects of reality are inaccessible in principle to
any subjects—actual or possible.

il

Another objection is that we can’t spell out ideal justifiability without
making use of the concept of truth. Hence the explication cannot go the
other way without circularity. Here are two ways of seeing this.
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First, what is meant by one’s being (epistemically) justified in holding a
certain belief? Most epistemologists who address this issue take a “truth-
conducivity” position, according to which a belief is justified iff it is
formed and/or held so as to make the belief likely to be true. There is a
variety of suggestions as to what confers this likelihood: being based on
adequate evidence, grounds, or reasons; being formed by the operation
of a reliable belief-forming mechanism; cohering in the right sort of
system; etc. But in taking these to be justification-conferring conditions,
one supposes them to render the belief likely to be true. And the basic
reason for this is that otherwise justification would not have the value for
our cognitive endeavors that we take it to have. Laurence BonJour puts
the matter strongly:

Why should we, as cognitive beings, care whether our beliefs are epistemically
justified? Why is such justification something to be sought and valued?... The
following answer seems obviously correct. ... What makes us cognitive beings at
all is our capacity for belief, and the goal of our distinctively cognitive endeavors
is truth: we want our beliefs to correctly and accurately depict the world. ... The
basic role of justification is that of a means to truth, a more directly attainable
mediating link between our subjective starting point and our objective goal. ... If
our standards of epistemic justification are appropriately chosen, bringing it
about that our beliefs are epistemically justified will also tend to bring it about ...
that they are true. If epistemic justification were not conducive to truth in this
way, if finding epistemically justified beliefs did not substantially increase the
likelihood of finding true ones, then epistemic justification would be irrelevant to
our main cognitive goal and of dubious worth. (BonJour 1985, 7-8)

But if that is the case, if epistemic justification is essentially truth-
conducive, then unless ‘justification’ is being used in some different sense
that would need explanation, being justified in an ideal epistemic situa-
tion would differ from being justified by ordinary, everyday standards
only in that it is even more strongly indicative of truth than the latter.
Hence we can’t explain what is meant by an ideal epistemic situation
without employing the concept of truth.

This point can be driven home by considering some alternatives to a
truth-conducivity conception of justification. Foley (1987) holds that a
belief is “epistemically rational” iff the believer would, on sufficient
reflection, take there to be a conclusive argument for it (where in limiting
cases the argument can be from itself to itself). This makes justification
independent of truth by carrying out a considerable subjectivization of
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the concept of justification. And this very feature makes justification, so
construed, of doubtful cognitive value. If we allow an unrestrained vari-
ation in what a given individual would take, on considerable reflection,
to be a conclusive argument for p, we may well wonder why anyone
should be concerned to see to it that their beliefs are “epistemically
rational.”

A somewhat more widespread approach is to tie justification to the
lack of any violation of intellectual obligations or duties. Just I am justi-
fied in an action, e.g., resigning from my job with only two weeks notice,
provided I violate no rule, regulation, or commitment in doing so, on this
view, I am justified in believing that there is intelligent life elsewhere in
the universe, provided my believing this is not the result of failures to
conduct my intellectual operations as I should. To be sure, whether this
way of thinking of justification is opposed to a truth-conducivity con-
ception depends on what intellectual obligations we have. If they include
an obligation to do what we can to believe what is true and to avoid
believing what is false, this is not sharply opposed to a truth-conducivity
view. But if we think of these obligations in some other way, e.g., as
looking carefully for pro and con considerations on the issue, then this
may or may not be closely connected with a likelihood of truth for the
belief in question. And if it isn’t, the question again arises as to why we
should take justification in this sense to be an important value for our
cognitive lives.

So truth already enters into the very conception of epistemic justifica-
tion. Another way in which truth is presupposed in the understanding of
IJC has to do with what makes an epistemic situation ideal. A natural
understanding of this is in terms of the ready availability of all relevant
evidence (reasons, considerations). Now to say that evidence is “avail-
able” is to say that one could come into possession of it. So the crucial
notion is that of possession of evidence. The evidence itself will presum-
ably consist of facts. What is it for the subject to possess those facts so
as to make use of them in justifying a belief? The most obvious answer
is that the subject comes to know them. But the notion of knowledge
involves the notion of #ruth. (Knowledge is #rue belief that satisfies
certain further conditions.) To avoid this conclusion, we would have to
construe possession of the facts in terms of belief without mentioning
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knowledge. But then we will have to require the beliefs to be true. Other-
wise, one is not in possession of genuine evidence but only mistakenly
supposes himself to be so. At this point the suggestion might be that
possession of evidence consists in having justified beliefs. But we have
already seen that the notion of justification involves the notion of truth.
Moreover, this involves a different circle. The justification involved here
obviously can’t be justification by everyday standards. For by those
standards, a belief can be justified in one situation and not in another,
which means that there is no unique answer to what the relevant evi-
dence is for a given target belief. Hence these will have to beliefs that
would be justified in ideal epistemic circumstances. But then we are in an
even smaller circle. We define ‘ideal justifiability’ in terms of an ideal
epistemic situation, but then we have to define such a situation in terms
of what beliefs would be justified in an ideal epistemic situation!

I believe there are other points at which the concept of an ideal epis-
temic situation rests on the concept of truth, but sufficient unto the day is
the difficulty thereof.

iii
Next I would like to present an argument against the IJC that is based on
the T-schema, the heart of alethic realism. According to the T-schema, or
a suitable generalization thereof, the fact that sugar is sweet is conceptu-
ally both necessary and sufficient for its being true that sugar is sweet.
And that would seem to leave no room for any episternic necessary or
sufficient conditions. Nothing more than sugar’s being sweet is needed to
make the proposition true, and nothing less would suffice. How, then,
can some epistemic condition be conceptually necessary and/or sufficient?
My opponent can complain that I am begging the question by basing
the argument on what my position takes to be conceptually necessary
and sufficient for truth. But to see that the argument is free of special
pleading, we only have to note that the T-schema is almost universally
endorsed by epistemic theorists (though many of them, thinking in terms
of sentences as T-value bearers, endorse the Tarskian version instead).
Thus Putnam writes, “We could ... keep formal semantics (including
‘Tarski-type’ truth-definitions) ... and yet shift our notion of ‘truth’ over
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to something approximating ‘warranted assertibility’” (Putnam 1978,
29). Thus epistemic theorists are anxious to square their position with
the T-schema or its brethren, And that is not surprising if the T-schema is
as obviously true as I have been claiming. And so in arguing from that
schema against epistemic theorists’ construal of the concept of truth, I
rely on what is common ground between us.

But, of course, there is a possible answer to my charge. An epistemic
concept of truth like the IJC may not be incompatible with the T-schema.
It wouldn’t be if IJC were conceptually equivalent with the realist neces-
sary and sufficient condition for truth, namely, the corresponding fact. If
the belief that sugar is sweet being ideally justifiable is itself conceptually
equivalent to sugar’s being sweet, then, by the transitivity of conceptual
equivalence, the former is likewise conceptually equivalent to its being
true that sugar is sweet. I say this is a possible answer, but, so far as I can
see, it is only abstractly conceivable. In particular, it is no epistemic pos-
sibility. What basis could there be for holding that the ideal justifiability
of the belief that sugar is sweet is conceptually both necessary and suffi-
cient for sugar’s being sweet. Even if they were extensionally equivalent,
which I do not admit, why suppose that the concepts involved guarantee
the equivalence. On the basis of linguistic intuition, it seems clear that we
can consistently conceive of a fact (if not sugar’s being sweet, then some
more recondite fact like the big bang’s being preceded by a collapse of a
previous universe into a point) without its being ideally justifiable that
the fact obtains. The most I can see to be even minimally plausible along
this line is the following. On one type of absolute idealism, anything I
can think of that is external to my current thought is some fully realized
development of my thought, an “all comprehensive and fully realized
whole” of which Anglo-American absolute idealism spoke, or, in more
Hegelian terms, the culmination of the Absolute Spirit’s process of attain-
ing full self-development. On such a view it would, if you like, be meta-
physically impossible that sugar would be sweet without that judgment’s
figuring in an all comprehensive and ideally coherent system of thought.
But that would still not make that combination conceptually impossible.
It would still not prevent us from consistently and intelligibly envisaging
that sugar is sweet although it is not ideally justifiable that it is. And so
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this suggested out for the epistemic theorist turns out to be a blind alley.
And even if it weren’t, I doubt very much that any contemporary advo-
cate of an epistemic conception of truth would be willing to purchase
acceptability for the view at the price of accepting absolute idealism.

iv

One final shot against IJC. We have seen that a common objection against
a realist conception of truth is that it makes it impossible to determine
truth values. And correspondingly, a main attraction of epistemic con-
ceptions is that they avoid this disability of their rival. But ironically
enough, the tables are turned against epistemic accounts on just this
point. As soon as we make the epistemic conception strong enough to be
at all plausible as an account of truth, it turns out that on that concep-
tion, it is much more difficult to determine truth values than it is on the
realist conception. If we could identify truth with, say, justification by
ordinary standards, then it would be easier to determine truth values
than on the realist conception. But any such account would be palpa-
bly inadequate. Clearly, some beliefs justified by ordinary standards are
false. For an epistemic account of truth to have any plausibility at all,
we have to identify truth with some highly idealized epistemic status:
membership in a maximally comprehensive and coherent system or what
would be justified in ideal epistemic conditions. And having inflated the
conception to that extent, it becomes extremely problematic whether a
belief satisfies the condition. Who can say which of our present beliefs
would still be justifiable if we had ready access to all relevant evidence?
Whenever the topic is difficult or controversial, as with many issues in
sceince, history, and philosophy, we are in no position to say with any
assurance what position would be justified in the most ideal of cir-
cumstances. And where simpler matters are concerned, as with garden-
variety perceptual judgments, we are in a much better position with a
realist conception. Because of the severe problems of working out a
determinate conception of ideal epistemic circumstances, it is much easier
to determine that my computer is on now than it is to determine whether
that belief would be justified in ideal epistemic circumstances. So the IJC
doesn’t deliver the goods for the sake of which it is sought. It makes truth
values less accessible, not more.
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Notes

This essay is mostly a condensation of material to be found in chapters 1, 3, and
7 of Alston 1996, with a few additional twists. A closer ancestor is two keynote
lectures delivered at the 1997 Wheaton Philosophy Conference on Truth and
Realism.

1. There are other senses of ‘true’ in addition to the one I will be examining. We
speak of a ‘true friend’, a ‘true copy’, ‘being true to one’s word’, and so on. My
interest is in the sense of ‘true’ that applies to beliefs, statements, propositions,
and the like. When I want to emphasize this, I will use the term ‘propositional
truth’, but even when I don’t, this restriction should be understood.

2. Talk of conceptual or analytic truths is distasteful to those philosophers who
deny that we can distinguish between what belongs to our concept of P and what
is obviously true of Ps, or between what is true solely by virtue of the meanings of
terms and what is true, at least in part, on other bases. I agree that it is often
difficult, even impossible, to find a sharp line of division. But it also seems clear
that there are many clear cases on both sides. The conceptual, analytic truth of
instances of the T-schema is one of those clear cases.

3. See Alston 1996, chap. 6, and Lynch 1998 on this point.

4. This correspondence view of truth goes beyond my “minimalist™ version of a
realist conception of truth, but as I will suggest below, it is in the direction
pointed out by my account.

5. This argument is usually directed against a correspondence theory of truth,
but we can take it to be directed against my minimalist realist conception of truth
as well. For, as just pointed out, my position holds that a proposition must share
a content with a fact if it is to be true. And so it may be argued that my position,
as much as a full-blown correspondence theory, implies that I can tell that a
proposition is true only by telling that it corresponds with a fact.

6. Actually, Horwich says both this and that on metaphysical realism we have no
reason for supposing that satisfying ordinary criteria of justification is likely to
get us closer to the truth, which is not equivalent to its being impossible to know
the truth makers.

7. The arguments are presented in more detail in Alston 1996, chap. 7.

8. See Plantinga 1982, Putnam 1981 identifies ““metaphysical realism,” which he
opposes, with a “God’s-eye point of view.”
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4

Contextual Semantics and Metaphysical

Realism: Truth as Indirect Correspondence

Terence Horgan

Metaphysical realism is the view that there is a mind-independent,
discourse-independent, world. Metaphysical antirealism is the view that
there is no such world. Neither doctrine officially says anything about
the nature of truth. Someone could espouse metaphysical realism, for
example, and also espouse some version of minimalism about truth—
roughly and generically, the view that the concept of truth is pretty much
exhausted by instances of this schema:

The statement that S is true iff S.1

Likewise, someone could espouse metaphysical antirealism and also
espouse some version of minimalism about truth.

Metaphysical realism, despite its official silence about the nature of
truth, is often incorporated into a package-deal position that includes a
correspondence conception of truth, Hilary Putnam describes this overall
package (which he himself labels ‘metaphysical realism’) as a view that
assumes the following;:

1. A world consisting of a definite totality of discourse-independent
objects and properties

2. ‘Strong bivalence’, i.e., that an object either determinately has or
determinately lacks any property P that may significantly be predicated
of that object

3. The correspondence theory of truth in a strong sense of ‘correspon-
dence’, i.e., a predicate corresponds to a unique set of objects, and a
statement corresponds to a unique state of affairs, involving the proper-
ties and objects mentioned in (1), and is true if that state of affairs obtains
and false if it does not obtain?
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Let direct-correspondence metaphysical realism (for short, DCMR) be
the position that asserts each of (1) through (3). It is a combination of
metaphysical realism properly so-called—embodied in thesis (1)—and
a traditional conception of truth as direct correspondence to the mind-
independent, discourse-independent, world—embodied in theses (2)
and (3).

Contemporary versions of DCMR usually adopt a form of the corre-
spondence theory of truth that I will call referential semantics. One key
component of referential semantics is the contention that for natural
languages (as well as for the formal languages typically studied by logi-
cians), truth is characterizable via a Tarski-style recursive truth definition.
Such a definition will employ semantic concepts like a singular term’s
denoting an object and a predicate’s applying to an object. (Denotation
and applicability may be conveniently lumped together under the blanket
term ‘reference’.) A second, even more crucial, component of referential
semantics is the contention that reference should itself be understood in a
robustly realist way, i.e., as involving genuine, direct, word-world rela-
tions. (So-called “‘causal theories of reference” constitute one sort of
attempt to provide a robustly realist account of reference.)

Referential semantics might or might not be formulated so as to
invoke the “states of affairs” mentioned in (3) above, or the properties
mentioned in (1) and (3). Some advocates of DCMR are nominalists
who deny the existence of properties but who still claim that there
are definite referential relations linking our singular terms to definite
discourse-independent things and linking our predicates either to definite
classes whose members are definite discourse-independent things that

33

“satisfy” the predicates, or at any rate (for nominalists who do not
countenance classes) to those “satisfies” themselves. Furthermore, refer-
ential semantics yields a vigorously realist notion of truth as “corre-
spondence” even without invoking states of affairs as entities to serve as
correspondents for whole sentences. In addition, someone might hold
that although there is a mind-independent, discourse-independent world
as asserted by (1), nevertheless this world includes objects andfor prop-
erties that are essentially vague. And some who believe in such “onto-
logical vagueness” also might deny that there is a definite totality of
discourse-independent objects and properties, andfor deny that “strong
bivalence” holds for vague objects and properties. So although claims (1)
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to (3) as formulated by Putnam constitute a useful working character-
ization of the package-deal position I call DCMR, there are these caveats:
(i) some versions of DCMR do not posit properties, (ii) some do not posit
states of affairs, and (iii) some posit an “ontological vagueness” that
perhaps does not obey strong bivalence and perhaps goes contrary to the
idea of a definite totality of discourse-independent objects and properties.

In contrast to DCMR, contemporary versions of metaphysical anti-
realism invariably reject referential semantics—as they must, since they
do not acknowledge discourse-independent objects, properties, or states
of affairs. Normally the antirealists repudiate, not Tarskian truth theory
per se, but rather the conception of reference as a direct linkage between
language and a discourse-independent, mind-independent, world. Anti-
realist positions sometimes are wedded to a minimalist conception of
truth, and sometimes to a radically epistemic conception of truth as
“warranted assertibility” or some suitably idealized variant thereof. (I
will call the latter conception neopragmatist semantics.)

In this paper I will propose and defend a position that combines
metaphysical realism properly so called—essentially thesis (1) of DCMR
—with a nontraditional, more liberal, version of the correspondence
conception of truth that rejects theses (2) and (3) of DCMR. Correspon-
dence, as I construe it, is very often an indirect relation between lan-
guage (or thought) and denizens of an independently existing world; the
traditional direct kind of correspondence presupposed by referential
semantics is a limit case. I will call my position indirect-correspondence
metaphysical realism (for short, ICMR). The core of this view is a general
conception of language-world relations I call contextual semantics.

In section 1, T will describe the basic framework of contextual seman-
tics, in a way that makes clear both (i) how the framework presupposes
that there is a mind-independent, discourse-independent, world, and (ii)
how the framework accommodates the idea that truth is often a matter
of indirect, rather than direct, language/world correspondence. In section
2, 1 will argue the theoretical virtues of ICMR, as articulated within the
framework of contextual semantics, over against DCMR. In section 3,
I will defend ICMR on its other flank, arguing its theoretical virtues over
against metaphysical antirealism. These first three sections describe and
motivate the position I espouse.
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In sections 4 and 5, I will extend the position in two ways. In section 4,
I will briefly set forth and defend the generic approach to vagueness that
I call “transvaluationism,” and I will explain why the transvaluationist
approach to vagueness compels the conclusion that for all vague dis-
course, truth is indirect correspondence rather than direct correspon-
dence. In section 5, I will sketch the nondescriptivist metaethical position
described and defended in Timmons 1999 and Horgan and Timmons
2000, and I will explain how contextual semantics can accommodate
truth ascriptions to moral statements even if, as Timmons and I contend,
such statements bear neither direct nor indirect correspondence relations
to the mind-independent, discourse-independent, world.

1 Contextual Semantics: The Core Framework

Contextual semantics has been evolving and developing in a series of
writings.? Articulating and exploring it in further detail is a large-scale,
long-term, research project of mine. The overall framework includes
theses not only about truth and falsity per se, but also about meaning,
ontology, thought, and knowledge. Contextual semantics, as I think of it,
is intermediate between referential semantics (for short, referentialism),
with its conception of truth as direct language-world correspondence,
and neopragmatist semantics (for short, neopragmatism), with its radi-
cally epistemic construal of truth.

In articulating the distinctive claims of contextual semantics and for
related expository purposes, throughout this paper I will borrow from
Hilary Putnam the device of sometimes writing in small capital letters
terms and phrases like ‘object’, ‘property’, and ‘the world’; this makes
it unambiguously clear when I mean to be talking about denizens of
the mind-independent, discourse-independent, world—the world whose
existence is denied by metaphysical antirealists. (Antirealists typically
regard as perfectly legitimate various everyday uses of the lowercase
expressions, and some of their philosophical uses as well. The capital-
ization convention guarantees that claims that I intend to be incompati-
ble with metaphysical antirealism will be construed as I intend them,
rather than receiving a “compatibilist” reading.)
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I will set forth the core framework of contextual semantics as a list of
theses, interspersed with commentary.

(1) Truth is semantically correct assertibility; falsity is semantically
correct deniability.

Since we deny statements by asserting their negations, a statement is
correctly deniable just in case its negation is correctly assertible. So
henceforth I will usually speak only of “semanticaly correct assertibility”
or “semantic correctness.” The relevant notion of semantic correctness
has nothing to do with matters of etiquette. A statement can be semanti-
caly correct, in the relevant sense, even if it would be impolite, impolitic,
or otherwise inappropriate to utter it.

(2) Contrary to neopragmatism, truth is not radically epistemic, for
semantically correct assertibility is distinct from warranted
assertibility, and even from “ideal” warranted assertibility (Putnam
1981, 1983) and from “‘superassertibility” (Wright 1987, 1992).4

This thesis says, in effect, that the kind of semantic normativity that
makes for truth and falsity is not reducible to epistemic normativity.

{3) Semantic standards are not monolithic within a language. Instead,
they vary somewhat from one context to another, depending upon
the specific purposes our discourse is serving at the time.

Not only do semantic standards often vary from one mode of discourse
to another, but they also often vary within a given mode of discourse.
For instance, what counts as a flat surface is subject to contextually
variable parameters within a given discourse. Similarly, what counts as
the contextually eligible referent of a definite description like ‘that guy
we were talking with awhile ago’, in a situation where several distinct
entities in the relevant domain of quantification are eligible referents, is
subject to contextually variable parameters. (Such parameters determine
what David Lewis (1979) calls “the score in the language game.”)

{4} Contrary to metaphysical antirealism, semantic correctness is
normally a joint product of two factors: (i) the relevant assertibility
standards and (ii) how things actually are in THE WORLD.

I call the operative semantic standards in a given discourse context
maximally strict if they have this feature: under these standards a sen-
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tence counts as correctly assertible (i.e., as true) only if there are OBJECTS
and PROPERTIES in THE WORLD answering to each of the sentence’s con-
stituent singular terms, constituent assertoric existential quantifications,
and constituent predicates.’ The next two theses employ this notion.

(5) Contrary to referentialism, our discourse often employs semantic
standards that are not maximally strict.

That is, even though truth does typically depend upon how things are
with THE WORLD, often this dependence is not a matter of direct corre-
spondence between the constituents of a true sentence and 0BJECTS and
PROPERTIES. When the semantic standards are not maximally strict, the
dependence is indirect.

Under contextual semantics, there is a whole spectrum of ways in
which a statement’s correct assertibility can depend upon THE WORLD.®
At one end of the spectrum are statements governed by semantic stan-
dards, in a given context of usage, that are maximally strict (and thus
coincide with those laid down by referentialism). Under these standards,
a statement is true only if some unique constituent of THE WORLD answers
to each of its singular terms, and at least one such entity answers to each
of its assertoric existential-quantifier expressions. (Statements asserted in
order to make serious ontological claims—Ilike ‘There exists a God’, as
asserted by a conventional theist—presumably are governed by maxi-
mally strict semantic standards.) At the other end of the spectrum are
statements whose governing semantic standards, in a given context,
alone sanction those statements as semantically correct, independently of
how things are with THE WORLD. (Statements of pure mathematics are
plausible candidates for this status.) Both ends of the spectrum are limit
cases, however. Various intermediate positions are occupied by state-
ments whose semantic correctness, in a given context, does depend in
part on how things are with THE WORLD, but where this dependence does
not consist in direct correspondence between the referential apparatus
of the statements (its singular terms, quantifiers, and predicates) and
OBJECTS Or PROPERTIES in THE WORLD.

As a plausible example of a statement that normally would be gov-
erned by semantic standards falling at an intermediate point in the spec-
trum just described, consider (a):
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(a) Beethoven’s fifth symphony has four movements.

The correct assertibility of (a) probably does not require that there be
some ENTITY answering to the term ‘Beethoven’s fifth symphony’ and
also answering to the predicate ‘has four movements’. Rather, under the
operative semantic standards, (a) probably is semantically correct (i.e.,
true) by virtue of other, more indirect, connections between the sentence
and THE WORLD. Especially germane is the behavior by Beethoven that
we could call “composing his fifth symphony.” But a considerably wider
range of goings-on is relevant too: in particular, Beethoven’s earlier
behavior in virtue of which his later behavior counts as composing his
fifth symphony, and also a broad range of human practices (including the
use of handwritten or printed scores to guide orchestral performances) in
virtue of which such behavior by Beethoven counts as “composing a
symphony” in the first place. Further plausible examples of statements
governed by semantic standards that are not maximally strict include the
following;:

{b) The University of Memphis is a public institution,

~——

{¢) Mozart composed 27 piano concertos.

(d) There are more than 20 regulatory agencies in the U.S. Federal
Government.

() Quine’s Word and Object is an influential book.

Although contextual semantics asserts that the operative semantic
standards governing truth (semantic correctness) can vary from one
context to another, it also asserts that contextually operative meta-
linguistic semantic standards normally require truth ascriptions to obey
Tarski’s schema T:

{6) Even in discourse contexts where the operative semantic standards
are not maximally strict, these standards typically sanction as true
(i.e., as semantically correct) instances of Tarski’s equivalence
schema:
(T) “p”is true if and only if p.”

Thesis (6) says, in effect, that the contextually operative semantic stan-
dards governing the truth predicate normally operate “in tandem” with
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those governing first-order discourse; as I put it in Horgan 1986b, truth
talk is assertorically consistent with first-order talk.

If contextual semantics is right, so that truth is intimately bound up
with semantic standards, then meaning too is intimately bound up with
these standards.® Intuitively and pretheoretically, meaning is what com-
bines with how THE WORLD is to yield truth. Thus, if truth is correct
assertibility under operative semantic standards, then the role of meaning
is played by the semantic standards themselves. So matters of meaning
are, at least in large part, matters of operative semantic standards.’
Contextual semantics makes the following nonreductionist claim about
matters of meaning:

(7) In general, if a statement S is semantically correct under certain
frequently operative semantic standards but S is not semantically
correct under maximally strict semantic standards, then § is not
equivalent in meaning to—or approximately equivalent in meaning
to, or “intensionally isomorphic” to, or “regimentable” into—a
statement that is correctly assertible under maximally strict
semantic standards.

Thesis (7) is one I came to believe after pursuing for some time the proj-
ect of trying to systematically paraphrase (“regiment” in Quine’s ter-
minology) statements whose surface grammar embodies an apparent
commitment to ontologically dubious entities into a more austere idiom
that eschews reference to such entities. Although the paraphrase strategy
can sometimes be carried through piecemeal for certain local segments of
discourse, very often it evidently will not work. (Trying to implement the
strategy for statements like (a) through (e) caused me to lose faith in it.)
Under contextual semantics the issue of ontological commitment be-
comes much more subtle than it is under referential semantics, because
whenever the contextually operative semantic standards are not maxi-
mally strict, the so-called “referential apparatus” of our discourse need not
connect directly to 0BJECTS and PROPERTIES in the world in order for our
statements to be true. Here then are several theses concerning ontology:

(8) It is necessary to distinguish between regional ontology, which
concerns the range of putative entities overtly posited by a given
mode of discourse, and ultimate ontology, which concerns the



Contextual Semantics and Metaphysical Realism 75

range of entities posited by statements that are correctly assertible
under maximally strict semantic standards.

(9} Quine’s well-known criteria of “ontological commitment” are
directly relevant only to regional ontology, not to ultimate
y y g gy,
ontology.

(10) Determining the ultimate ontological commitments of our
scientific and nonscientific discourse is a methodologically subtle
matter in which we inquire what THE WORLD is like IN ITSELF in
order to be correctly describable, under various contextually
operative semantic standards, by those statements that are true in
everyday life and in science.

Whatever exactly the right story is about ultimate ontology, it seems quite
plausible that a complete and accurate accounting of what there really is
in THE WORLD need not include entities like the State of Tennessee, the
U.S. Federal Government, Mozart’s 27th piano concerto, or Quine’s
book Word and Object. In terms of ultimate ontology, such entities are
artifacts of our conceptual scheme; they are not mind-independently,
discourse-independently ReAL. Although THE WORLD does normally con-
tribute to the truth or falsity of statements that are regionally ontologi-
cally committed to such entities, it does so quite indirectly.

Although contextual semantics rejects the epistemic reductionism of
neopragmatism, it also acknowledges something importantly right that is
reflected in that approach:

(11) Contextually operative semantic standards are typically intimately
linked to prototypical evidential conditions for statements.

We all know quite well, for instance, what sorts of evidence are relevant
to claims like (a) through (e}, and the kind of evidence we would look for
has rather little to do with the philosophical question of whether ultimate
ontology should include entities like SYMPHONIES, PIANO CONCERTOS,
BOOKS, Or a FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. Under the semantic standards oper-
ative in ordinary-discourse contexts, it is quite appropriate that the rele-
vant epistemic standards should bypass the issue of ultimate ontology,
for the semantic standards themselves are not maximally strict. There is a
comparatively small “conceptual gap” between the epistemic standards
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for warranted assertibility and the semantic standards for correct assert-
ibility (even though semantic standards are not reducible to epistemic
ones). There is a gap, though. For instance, Mozart might have engaged
in behavior that would count as composing a 28th piano concerto, even
though there is no extant evidence available. If so, then the statement that
Mozart composed 27 piano concertos would be both warrantedly asser-
tible and yet false. In part, the gap between warranted assertibility and
semantic correctness results from the holistic aspects of evidence:

(12) Our attributions of truth and falsity usually are defeasible even
under prototypical evidential conditions, for the semantic
correctness of any given statement normally depends, in part, on
the semantic correctness of various other statements that are
assumed, in a given evidential situation, to be semantically
correct,

As Quine and Duhem stressed long ago, our statements really face the
tribunal of empirical evidence jointly, not singly.

Contextual semantics also includes a psychological dimension (which,
as John Biro has urged on me, might better be called psychosocial):

{13) Which semantic standards are the operative ones, in any given
context of discourse, depends largely on the contextually attuned,
socially coordinated, truth-judging and falsity-judging
dispositions of competent speakers.

The interconnections between the judgment dispositions of competent
speakers and the contextually operative semantic standards are typi-
cally fairly subtle; surely no crudely reductive account will work. (For
one thing, even competent speakers often exhibit linguistic-performance
errors. For another, a competent speaker’s judgment dispositions are
normally more directly indicative of what is warrantedly assertible from
the available evidence, and sometimes this diverges from what is seman-
tically correct under contextually operative semantic standards.) None-
theless, such socially coordinated psychological dispositions do figure
importantly in determining the contextually operative semantic standards.

Contextual semantics has various points of contact with the views of
other philosophers on language-world relations. It seems to me to be a
natural and plausible extension, for instance, of the treatment of con-
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textually variable discourse parameters in Lewis 1979. Likewise, it seems
to me to be a natural further step in a direction already taken by advo-
cates of philosophical projects of “regimentation,” namely, the direction
of denying that the surface ontological commitments of true statements
always constitute ultimate ontological commitments. I have already men-
tioned that it accommodates certain motivating ideas in neopragmatism
(and in verificationism), but without the mistake of embracing epistemic
reductionism. There are echoes of Carnap’s famous contention that a
“linguistic framework” can automatically sanction existence claims con-
cerning the entities posited by the framework, and that such existence
claims are ontologically innocent (Carnap 1950). The approach is some-
what similar to the treatment of truth and ontology in Sellars 1963,
1968.1° Finally, contextual semantics seems to me rather similar in spirit
to the general approach to truth, and to philosophical debates about
realism and antirealism concerning various forms of discourse, in
Wright 1992.11

2 Indirect-Correspondence versus Direct-Correspondence
Metaphysical Realism

ICMR, in the version I espouse, incorporates the core framework of
contextual semantics. I will briefly argue for ICMR by describing some of
its principal theoretical advantages over its main rivals: DCMR on the
one hand and metaphysical antirealism on the other hand. In this section
I focus on the comparision to DCMR.

One important theoretical advantage of ICMR over DCMR is onto-
logical. In theorizing about ultimate ontology, as in theory construction
more generally, parsimony is desirable. Contextual semantics makes
possible a substantial paring down of the ultimate ontological commit-
ments of our discourse. The desirable simplifications come not merely
from minimizing the number of distinct kinds of entities one posits, but
also from avoiding a baroque relational network involving entities at
various ontological “levels”: some in space-time (e.g., tables, electrons)
and others not (e.g., numbers, attributes); some (e.g., corporations,
nations) synchronically supervenient upon others (e.g., persons, buildings,
land masses); some causally related to one another and others not; etc.
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But although parsimony is highly desirable in ultimate ontology,
there is little reason to believe either that putative higher-level entities
can be reductively identified with entities posited by a sparse, uniform,
materialist ontology or that talk about the “irreducible” entities can
be systematically paraphrased (“regimented,” as Quine puts it) into a
more austere idiom that avoids Quinean ontological commitment to the
offending entities.!? Hence the attractiveness of contextual semantics for
a metaphysical realist over the referential semantics of DCMR. For the
former can, while the latter evidently cannot, allow for genuine truth
without ultimate ontological commitment even when reductive identi-
fications are not forthcoming and even when the true statements about
higher-level entities cannot be “paraphrased away.”

A second advantage of ICMR over DCMR concerns knowledge.
Contextual semantics holds out the promise of a tractable epistemology,
particularly within the framework of a naturalistic conception of human
beings as complex physicochemical systems. Consider, for instance, our
knowledge of statement {(a) above. Philosophers who are concerned
about ontological questions in aesthetics and who approach these ques-
tions within the framework of standard referential semantics have been
much exercised by the ontological status of musical works of art. If we
begin by assuming that a sentence like {a) cannot be true unless some
OBJECT answers to the term ‘Beethoven’s fifth symphony’, then we are apt
to suppose (as many have) that this term denotes a complex, internally
structured universal—an abstract entity that exists eternally and is not
part of the spatiotemporal causal nexus. But once we suppose this, it
becomes very hard to see how mere humans could ever have knowledge
about symphonies, such as the knowledge expressed by (a). For we
cannot come into any sort of causal contact with these putative entities,
but rather can only causally interact with those concrete things we call

EE N 11

“performances of Beethoven’s fifth symphony,” “copies of the score

3

of Beethoven’s fifth symphony,” etc. One is tempted to say, of course,
that we know the symphony itself via our knowledge of concreta that
“token” it or “describe” it. But this only pushes the epistemological
problem back a step. For how could we know that a given event tokens a
certain abstract OBJECT, or that a given manuscript describes it, unless

we could somehow directly compare the event or the manuscript with the
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abstract OBJECT itself? Yet it is most implausible—especially on a natu-
ralistic conception of human beings—to suppose that we can have some
sort of quasi-perceptual cognitive communion with an entity that has no
spatiotemporal location and does not causally interact with anything.
And if someone replies by saying that our performance instances and
score copies are instances of, or copies of, a particular abstract universal
because we stipulate them to be, rather than because we somehow directly
compare those concrete things with the putative abstract entity, then
again the epistemological puzzles are merely pushed back. For now it
becomes very hard to see either (i) how we can justifiably claim to know
that there really exist such putative abstract OBJECTS as symphony types
at all or (ii) how our stipulative acts could link a term like ‘Beethoven’s
fifth symphony’ to one such specific complex universal, rather than to
some other one that is isomorphic to the first.

These highly vexing epistemological problems do not arise under con-
textual semantics, since the semantic standards for symphony talk are
standards under which a sentence like (a) can be semantically correct
even though no actual denizen of THE WORLD answers to the term
‘Beethoven’s fifth symphony’. Similarly for a wide variety of other kinds
of discourse. (Talk about numbers, sets, and other mathematical entities
is another especially salient example.) Thus ICMR has a greater potential
for rendering our knowledge claims justifiable than does DCMR. For,
ICMR incorporates contextual semantics, whereas DCMR is constrained
to incorporate either referential semantics or some other conception of
truth as direct language-wORLD correspondence.

3 Indirect-Correspondence Metaphysical Realism versus Metaphysical
Antirealism

How is ICMR, based upon contextual semantics, preferable to meta-
physical antirealism (MAR)? I will argue that the fundamental and
all-important difference between the two positions is that ICMR is
intelligible, whereas MAR is not.

DCMR, including the conception of language-world relations em-
bodied in referential semantics, is in many ways the naively natural view,
the view seemingly embodied in our everyday thought and discourse. We
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believe that many objects in our environment exist quite independently of
ourselves, our mental activity, and our discourse: trees exist unperceived;
stars and galaxies existed before humans ever came on the scene; many
of the subatomic particles out of which our own bodies are composed
have existed since the Big Bang; etc. We believe, likewise, that many of
our singular terms determinately denote these objects, and many of our
predicates determinately apply to them: expressions like ‘the dogwood
tree in Terry Horgan’s back yard’, ‘the Andromeda galaxy’, ‘is a star’,
and ‘is a neutrino’ stand in quite definite reference relations to these
entitles.

No plausible philosophical position can simply deny outright that
there is a mind-independent, discourse-independent world, or that our
words stand in determinate reference relations to objects in this world.
For at the level of ordinary discourse, these claims are virtual platitudes.
Rather, any philosophical position that backs away from DCMR and
referential semantics must accommodate these platitudes, even if the
position maintains that they are seriously mistaken when invoked, out-
side of ordinary contexts, as answers to certain philosophical and/or
theoretical questions, such as philosophers’ questions about ontology.

This methodological constraint creates a dilemma for the philoso-
pher who secks to reject DCMR and referential semantics. One needs to
employ ordinary language to convey one’s position, even though one
might spice it up with specialized jargon or other related linguistic
devices (such as my use of words in small capital letters in this paper),
and yet one also needs to use language in a somewhat nonstandard way
to explain why one repudiates the platitudes as guides to philosophers’
questions. I will call this conundrum the Kantian dilermma, because Kant
faced it so vividly and explicitly in trying to articulate his own philo-
sophical position. He acknowledged the platitudes, by allowing that
trees, stars, and the rest are “empirically real.” And yet he also main-
tained that these objects are, in a somewhat special and philosophical
sense, mind-dependent: they are “transcendentally ideal.” The Kantian
dilemma poses a serious prima facie problem of intelligibility: since lan-
guage must inevitably be strained in articulating a philosophical posi-
tion distinct from DCMR, there is a constant danger of lapsing into
incoherence.
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So if one wants to claim that many or all of the entities we talk
about are, in some philosophically special sense, “mind-dependent” and
“discourse-dependent,” then one takes on a heavy burden of making
one’s position intelligible. This burden includes explaining cogently what
the philosophical notion of mind-dependence and discourse-dependence
comes to, motivating the claim that the objects of ordinary and scientific
discourse have this status, and reconciling this claim with the platitudi-
nous fact that in the ordinary sense of ‘depend’, many of those objects do
not depend upon mind or language. MAR supporters and I both face this
task. The defenders of MAR tend not to acknowledge the burden, how-
ever. Instead, they often write as though the metaphysical realists are the
only philosophers who take language on holiday—a curious stance in
view of how initially peculiar-looking is the claim that the things like
trees, stars, and electrons are mind-dependent and discourse-dependent!

Since advocates of MAR repudiate THE WORLD entirely, they face an
especially virulent form of the Kantian dilemma. Not only must they
explain the special philosophical sense of mind/language dependence;
they must also explain how there could possibly be entities that depend
—in the relevant sense of ‘depend’—on mind and discourse even though
there allegedly does not exist anything that does not depend on them (in
that special sense). Yet prima facie, this task looks impossible. To see the
problem, consider Putnam’s own succinct summary of his own antirealist
view:

In short, I shall advance a view in which the mind does not simply ‘copy’ a world
which admits of description by One True Theory. But my view is not a view in
which the mind makes up the world, either (or makes it up subject to constraints
imposed by ‘methodological canons’ and mind-independent ‘sense-data’). If one
must use metaphorical language, then let the metaphor be this: the mind and the
world jointly make up the mind and the world. (Or, to make the metaphor even
more Hegelian, the Universe makes up the Universe—with minds—collectively—
playing a special role in the making up.) (Putnam 1981, xi)

I do not object in principle to the use of metaphorical language in
explaining a position that repudiates metaphysical realism; metaphor
may be hard to avoid because of the internal logic of such a position.
But Putnam’s description of his position seems unintelligible even at the
metaphorical level, because the metaphors only pose again the question
of how anything mind-dependent could ever exist unless something
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mind-independent also existed. How could mind and the world create
themselves, if both are genuinely mind-dependent? Wouldn’t a mind-
dependent Universe require for its existence an already existing, meta-
physically real MIND, such as a Berkeleyan MIND or a divine MIND?

These questions indicate how far Putnam is from providing a viable
solution to the Kantian dilemma, and how heavy is the burden of proof
that the dilemma has any solution within the framework of MAR. And
other current versions of MAR seem no better off in this respect. So
unless and until that burden is discharged by Putnam or some other
champion of MAR, I think the reasonable course is to conclude, at least
provisionally, that MAR is incoherent.

Of course, ICMR too must address the Kantian dilemma. But the
prospects for successfully doing so, within the framework of contextual
semantics, look fairly promising. Since THE WORLD plays an integral role
within contextual semantics, ICMR’s form of the Kantian dilemma does
not include the impossible-looking task of explaining how absolutely
everything could be mind-dependent.

Platitudes that the objects in our environment are mind-independent
and discourse-indepndent, for instance, are accommodated thus: these
statements are indeed literally true, under the semantic standards that
actually prevail in contexts of discourse where such statements usually
occur. The same goes for semantic platitudes like “The predicate “is a cat’
applies to cats,” for metalinguistic discourse too is subject to context-
dependent semantic standards (see Horgan 1986b). The special, philo-
sophical sense in which many objects and properties are mind-dependent
and discourse-dependent, on the other hand, comes essentially to this: (i)
virtually any statement with regional ontological commitments fails to be
true under the referentially strict semantic standards described by refer-
ential semantics, and (ii) although the truth or falsity of such statements,
under various contextually operative semantic standards, is normally
determined by how things are with THE woORLD itself, the standards do
not actually require that THE WORLD contain ENTITIES of the kind to
which the statements are regionally ontologically committed.

To what extent, one might well ask, do the objects and properties to
which ordinary and scientific discourse is regionally ontologically com-
mitted turn out to be mind-dependent and discourse-dependent in this
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philosphically special way? To a great extent indeed, say I. One impor-
tant route to this conclusion is by way of the phenomenon of vagueness,
a topic to which I now turn.

4 The Transvaluationist Conception of Vagueness and Its
Consequences

Vagueness is ubiquitous in language and thought, both in common sense
and in science. Many of the objects and properties posited in common
sense and in science are vague. For example, many posited objects are
vague with respect to their spatiotemporal boundaries or vague with
respect to their synchronic composition, and many posited properties are
vague with respect to their range of instantiation. When one attends
carefully to the nature of vagueness, some striking implications emerge,
namely, that vague OBJECTS and PROPERTIES are logically impossible,
and hence that truth for vague discourse must be indirect correspondence
rather than direct correspondence. Here I will summarize briefly the
reasoning leading to these conclusions.!3

An essential attribute of genuine vagueness is what Mark Sainsbury
(1990) calls boundarylessness, a feature that can be characterized by
reference to sorites sequences associated with vague terms. Consider a
vague term, say ‘heap’, and consider a sorites sequence involving the
given term in which the initial statement is true and the final statement is
false, say a series of statements successively predicating the vague term
‘heap’ first of a pile of sand with 1 billion grains, then of an object pro-
duced by removing just one grain, then of an object produced by removing
yet another single grain, and so forth down to a statement predicating
‘heap’ of a single grain of sand. To say that vagueness is boundaryless-
ness is to say that in such a sequence, (i) initially there are true statements
(with each predecessor of any true statement being true), (ii) later there
are false statements (with each successor of a false statement being false),
and (iii) there is no determinate fact of the matter about the transition
from true statements to false ones. Condition (iii) requires not only that
there be no determinate abrupt transition from true statements to false
ones, but also that the truth/falsity transition should involve no determi-
nate semantic transitions at all. Thus it also precludes, for example,
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an overall true-to-false transition involving first a determinate abrupt
transition from truth to the semantic status “indeterminate whether
true or false,” and later another determinate abrupt transition from this
in-between status to falsehood.!*

If one considers what it would take to fully accommodate boundary-
lessness—that is, accommodate it in a way that thoroughly eschews
arbitrary semantic transitions of any kind—one finds that, for the suc-
cessive statements in a sorites sequence, there are semantic requirements
in play that cannot be simultaneously satisfied. Boundarylessness has two
conceptual poles. On one hand, there is an individualistic pole, appli-
cable to individual pairs of adjacent statements in a sorites sequence.
Namely, for any pair of adjacent statements, the two statements must
have the same semantic status (truth, falsity, indeterminateness, or what-
ever). Otherwise, the juncture of the two statements would constitute a
determinate semantic transition point in the sequence, contrary to the
claim that there is no determinate fact of the matter about semantic
transitions in a sorites sequence. On the other hand, there is also a col-
lectivistic pole in the notion of boundarylessness, applicable globally with
respect to a sorites sequence as a whole. Two collectivistic requirements
apply. First, it is impermissible to indefinitely iterate the individualistic-
pole requirement for successive adjacent pairs of statements, in the
manner of paradoxical sorites arguments. Second, there is simply no deter-
minate collective assignment of semantic status to all the statements in a
sorites sequence. These individualistic and collectivistic requirements
cannot be jointly satisfied, for the only way in which a sorites sequence
could fully conform to the individualistic pole would be for every state-
ment in the sequence to have the same semantic status. (This is the lesson
of the sorites paradox, which emanates directly from the individualistic
pole of boundarylessness.) So boundarylessness is logically incoherent in
a specific way: it imposes mutually unsatisfiable semantic standards upon
vague discourse.

The specific kind of logical incoherence exhibited by vagueness needs
to be distinguished from a stronger, and highly malevolent, kind of
logical incoherence. Vagueness does involve weak logical incoherence,
namely, the presence of mutually unsatisfiable semantic standards gov-
erning vague discourse (and vague thought content). But this does not
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necessarily bring in its wake strong logical incoherence, namely, com-
mitment to individual statements that are logically contradictory, such as
statements of the form p & —p.13

The semantic standards that govern vague discourse can, and do,
incorporate weak logical incoherence without the strong kind. How?
Briefly, the story goes as follows. Insofar as vague discourse exhibits
boundarylessness, incompatible individualistic and collectivistic semantic
requirements are indeed in force. That is, no requirement is defeated by
any others, in the sense of having defeasibility conditions that are sat-
isfied by the presence of the competing and incompatible requirements.
But these competing requirements are not on a par with one another
either. The collectivistic-pole requirements dominate the individualistic-
pole requirements without defeating them; that is, to the extent that
the requirements conflict, truth is determined by the collectivistic-pole
requirements. In practice, this means that paradoxical sorites arguments
are to be eschewed. It also means that one must not acknowledge the
existence of any determinate semantic transitions {even unknown or
unknowable ones) in a sorites sequence. (Semantic status still must con-
form partially to individualistic-pole requirements, however. For instance,
it is never the case, for any specific pair of adjacent statements in a sorites
sequence, that the two statements differ in semantic status.'6) So the
semantic standards governing vague discourse are logically disciplined,
in virtue of the dominance of collectivistic-pole requirements, though
without the defeat of the individualistic-pole requirements. Because of
this logical discipline, no logically incoherent statement is true under
those standards; strong logical incoherence is avoided.

Transvaluationism is my name for the general approach to vagueness
I have been describing. Transvaluationism claims that vagueness is
weakly logically incoherent without being strongly logically incoherent.
It also claims that vagueness is viable, legitimate, and indeed essential in
human language and thought; its weak logical incoherence is benign
rather than malevolent. Just as Nietzsche held that one can overcome
nihilism by embracing what he called the transvaluation of all values,
transvaluationism asserts that vagueness, although logically incoherent in
a certain way, can and should be affirmed and embraced, not nihilisticaly
repudiated.!”
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If vagueness is really boundarylessness, as it certainly appears to be,
then since boundarylessness involves disciplined weak logical incoher-
ence, an adequate treatment of vagueness will have to be some version
of transvaluationism. Moreover, transvaluationism is a fairly generic
approach, potentially open to further development and articulation in
a variety of different ways. Thus numerous details about the logic and
semantics of vagueness remain open within the generic conception and
might get handled differently in different versions,'® But regardless of
how the details go, any account of vagueness that seriously comes to
grips with boundarylessness must be a version of transvaluationism,
whether its proponents acknowledge this fact or not.'® In effect, specific
proposals amount to suggested strategies for implementing the domi-
nance of the collectivistic semantic standards over the individualistic ones
without the defeat of the latter,20

We are ready now to draw out the powerful implications of bound-
arylessness for metaphysics and for semantics. First, for metaphysics.
THE WORLD cannot be logically incoherent, even in the weak way: it
cannot have features that are the ontological analogues of mutually
unsatisfiable semantic standards. For example, there cannot be a genuine
PROPERTY H (for ‘heaphood’) and a sequence of sand conglomerations
each of which has one fewer grain than its predecessor such that (i)
initially in the sequence there are instances of 1 (with each predecessor
of an H instance being an H instance), (i) eventually there are non-u
instances (with each successor of a non-H instance being a non-H instance),
and (iii) for each pair of successive piles in the sequence, either both are 1
instances or both are non-H instances or both are neither. For, the only
way to satisfy condition (iii) would be for all the piles to have the same
status vis-d-vis H. But vagueness involves boundarylessness essentially,
and boundarylessness involves weak logical incoherence essentially.
Hence there cannot be ontological vagueness, and in particular, there
cannot be vague OBJECTS or vague PROPERTIES.

Next, for semantics. Weak logical incoherence is a feature of the con-
textually operative semantic standards governing vague discourse in
ordinary contexts of usage. Hence truth for discourse involving vague-
ness cannot be a matter of direct language-woRLD correspondence, for
this would mean that THE woORLD itself would have to exhibit the same
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logical incoherence that is present in vagueness, and this is impossible.
Thus—barring the wildly implausible, nihilistically self-defeating, posi-
tion that vague statements are never true—truth for vague discourse
must be a form of indirect correspondence. Furthermore, if this is so,
then there is no particular problem about the weak logical incoherence of
the operative semantic standards as long as these standards are logically
disciplined, and hence are not also strongly logically incoherent.

The upshot of these considerations is that the only viable general
approach to vagueness is one that conceives it nonontologically (thereby
repudiates all vague OBJECTS and PROPERTIES) and construes truth (for
vague discourse) as indirect correspondence. The correct ultimate ontol-
ogy, whatever it turns out to be, cannot admit vague OBJECTS or PROPER-
TIES, and an appropriate semantics for discourse employing vague posits
will have to treat truth for such discourse as indirect correspondence.
These conclusions have very wide application indeed, since vastly many of
the posits employed both in common sense and in science are vague.2!

Within contextual semantics, indirect correpondence is best understood
as semantic correctness under contextually operative semantic standards
that are not referentially strict. As I said earlier, we sometimes employ
language under limit-case, referentially strict, direct-correspondence se-
mantic standards. These are the standards appropriate for serious onto-
logical inquiry. When they are in play, so is classical two-valued logic.
Under this limit-case use of language, sorites reasoning can be correctly
employed to construct reductio ad absurdum arguments against the exis-
tence of vague PROPERTIES or vague OBJECTS, including, of course, not
only MOUNTAINS and cLOUDS but also TABLES, CHAIRS, and (regrettably)
PERSONS.22 Fortunately, however, ordinary uses of vague language in
everyday contexts and even in science are not governed by limit-case
semantic standards, and normally the contextually operative standards
conspire with nonvague REALITY to render much of our vague discourse

true.
5 Nondescriptivist Cognitivism in Metaethics

According to the core framework of contextual semantics, truth is
semantically correct assertibility under contextually operative semantic
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standards, and falsity is semantically correct deniability under such stan-
dards. Truth (and falsity) are a joint product of the contextually opera-
tive semantic standards on the one hand, and how things are with
THE WORLD on the other hand. Truth is thus correspondence to THE
wORLD—typically indirect correspondence, since normally the contextu-
ally operative semantic standards are not referentially strict. (Likewise,
falsity is noncorrespondence to THE woORLD—typically indirect non-
correspondence.) Mark Timmons and T call the contextually operative
semantic standards for a given discourse tight, vis-a-vis certain state-
ments within the discourse, if these standards do indeed conspire with
THE WORLD to render those statements correctly assertible or correctly
deniable (Horgan 1995a, 1996; Timmons 1999). The overall assertoric
content of such statements is descriptive content, i.e., “a-way-the-world-
might-be” content.

An important extension of the core framework arises if one claims that
for certain kinds of discourse, speakers employ declarative sentences to
make genuine statements with full-fledged cognitive content (i.e., content
that is belief-eligible and assertoric), even though the contextually oper-
ative semantic standards applicable to these statements are not tight.
Thus, the statements would not stand in relations of correspondence (or
noncorrespondence) to THE WORLD, not even in relations of indirect
correspondence (or noncorrespondence).

Timmons (1999) and Horgan and Timmons (2000) argue that moral
statements have the features just described: although they have full-
fledged cognitive content, typically they are governed by contextually
operative semantic standards that are not tight; hence, moral statements
lack any objectively determinate semantic correct-assertibility or correct-
deniability status. Instead, moral assertions are made from within a
morally engaged stance reflective of the speaker’s own moral commit-
ments. A moral assertion is thus a stance-taking speech act, an act
through which (i) one expresses a specific moral commitment and (ii) one
positions oneself, within the context of sociolinguistic dynamics, with
respect to the particular issue at hand. It is an action-guiding speech act,
whose typical role within interpersonal dynamics involves reasons for
action and being prepared to provide them. Moral statements are nor-
mally asserted categorically, over against competing moral stances that
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might be occupied by those with whom one is communicating. Among
the features that are semantically central to such categorical assertions
are the following. First, moral statements typically effect a demand, of
those to whom the statement is addressed, to behave in ways conforming
to the moral stance being asserted. Second, they typically signal the
speaker’s readiness to back the moral stance being asserted with no#n-
subjective reasons, i.e., reasons that do not appeal to matters of individ-
ual taste, personal preference, or the like. Third, they typically challenge
the listener, insofar as he adopts some conflicting moral stance, to pro-
vide nonsubjective reasons in support of that stance and against the
speaker’s own stance.

The position I have been briefly sketching is what Timmons and I call
nondescriptivist cognitivism. 1 lack the space here either to describe it
more thoroughly or to summarize our arguments for it. But let me briefly
address this question: what should one say about truth ascription to
moral statements from the viewpoint of this nondescriptivist cognitivism
about moral content and the wider theoretical framework of contextual
semantics? Recall that according to contextual semantics, semantic stan-
dards frequently involve contextually variable parameters. Contextual
variability can manifest itself not only among different kinds of discourse
involving different subject matters but also within a single kind of dis-
course. Specifically, this can happen with respect to the standards gov-
erning the contextually appropriate uses of ‘true’ and ‘false’ as applied to
moral statements. The flexibility of the parameters manifests itself by
there being two different perspectives from which to appraise moral
statements semantically.

From a morally detached perspective, one uses ‘true’ and “false’ in such
a way that a statement counts as true (false) just in case it is semanti-
cally correctly assertible (correctly deniable) solely by virtue of the con-
textually operative semantic standards plus THE WORLD. One asks, in
effect, whether or not the semantic standards governing the discourse
conspire with features of THE WORLD to yield semantically correct assert-
ibility (or deniability) of statements in the discourse; thus, ‘true’ and “false’
are being used to express correspondence or noncorrespondence (either
direct or indirect) between language and THE WORLD, and they are only
applicable to statements governed by tight semantic standards. Given the
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claims lately made about moral discourse, when one judges from a mor-
ally detached perspective and thus simply in light of semantic standards,
moral statements are neither correctly assertible nor correctly deniable,
and so they are neither true nor false. In other words, under the contex-
tual parameters operative in judging from a detached perspective, the
truth predicate does not properly apply to moral statements.

However, people can and do judge the truth of moral statements from
within a morally engaged perspective, and in these contexts the use of
‘true’ runs in tandem with the object-level discourse. When speaking and
judging metalinguistically in a morally engaged way, one’s use of ‘true’
and ‘false’ vis-a-vis moral statements becomes morally assertoric itself, so
that truth ascriptions are a fusion of semantic and moral evaluation.
That is, the contextually operative parameters on the use of ‘true’ require
that (1) one’s semantically appropriate use of moral statements be reflec-
tive of one’s own moral commitments and (2) the semantically appropri-
ate use of truth talk for moral statements accord with schema T.

So, in answer to questions about moral truth, the view being proposed
here is, in short, this. From a certain morally detached perspective—the
perspective of theoretical inquiry—there is no moral truth (or falsity),
since semantic standards alone do not conspire with THE WORLD to vield
correct assertibility or deniability status to moral statements. Truth is cor-
respondence to THE WORLD (either direct or indirect), and moral state-
ments, being nondescriptive in their assertoric content, cannot enter
into relations of language/woORLD correspondence (either direct or indi-
rect). But from an engaged perspective, ‘true’ as predicated of moral
statements results in a metalinguistic claim that is a fused semantic/
moral assertion rather than a detached semantic assertion. Both ways of
employing the truth predicate are legitimate in context because of the
contextual variability of the semantic standards governing the notion of

truth. One can properly use truth talk either way, but not in the same
breath.

Notes

This paper excerpts material from several prior papers of mine, especially Horgan
1991, 1995b, 1998b, 2000.
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1. Here and throughout, I use the term ‘statement’ in a way that is conveniently
ambiguous among various candidate truth bearers such as sentence tokens, sen-
tence types, and propositions. The issues 1 address in this paper are largely
orthogonal to debates about the nature of truth bearers. Also, although T will
often speak of correspondence as a “language-world relation,” I intend the use of
the word ‘language’ within this locution to be similarly neutral about the nature
of truth bearers.

2. Putnam 1983, 272. Putnam attributes to Michael Dummett the same three-
part characterization of metaphysical realism.

3. Horgan 1986a, 1986b, 1991, 1994a, 1994b, 1995a, 1995b, 1996, 1998a;
Horgan and Potrc, 2000; Horgan and Timmons 1993; Timmons 1999. Origi-
nally I called the view “language-game semantics” and later called it “psycholo-
gistic semantics,” before Timmons and 1 decided on the current name.

4, I argue against epistemically reductionist construals of truth like those of
Putnam (1981, 1983) and Wright (1987, 1992) in Horgan 1991, 1995a, 1996.
One line of argument I use appeals to a brain-in-vat scenario in which the brain
was originally embodied and has only recently, unwittingly, become envatted.

5. Nominalism, as an ontological position about properties, is something 1 will
pass over in this paper to avoid complicating my discussion unnecessarily.

6. The metaphor of a spectrum is really too simple and unidimensional, but it
serves my present expository purposes.

7. This leaves it open whether or not contextually operative assertibility stan-
dards typically sanction as true all instances of schema (T). In connection with
vagueness, doubts can be raised about instances of (T) in which the statement
replacing ‘p’ is a vague predication involving a borderline case (e.g., a statement
predicating ‘bald’ of someone who is a borderline case of baldness). Vagueness-
related doubts can also be raised about instances of (T) in which ‘p’ is replaced by
certain quantificational statements (e.g., the statement ‘For any #, if a person with
# hairs on his head is bald, then a person with # 4 1 hairs on his head is bald’).
More on vagueness in section 4 below.

8. Contextual semantics, as it has so far been worked out, focuses more on truth
than on meaning.

9. Variations in the operative semantic standards from one context to another
generally do not, however, constitute differences in meaning, It is more accurate
to view matters of meaning in the following way. (1) Generic semantic standards
have certain contextually variable parameters. (2) Specific, contextually opera-
tive, semantic standards involve particular values of those parameters; these
parameter values determine the current “score in the language game.” (3) The
generic semantic standards hold transcontextually, wheteas the specific parame-
ter values differ fromn onc context to another. (4) Meaning remains constant
transcontextually, because of the constancy of the generic semantic standards.
(5) Contextual variability in parameter values constitutes a more subtle, more
fine-grained, kind of semantic change than does change in meaning. As one might



92 Terence Horgan

put it, changes in parameter values yield a différance—not a difference—in
meaning. {(Moreover, as Bill Throop has pointed out to me, the term ‘meaning’
itself is evidently governed by semantic standards with contextually variable
parameters: although the term is frequently used in the coarse-grained way just
described, we do sometimes use the phrase ‘change in meaning’ to track more
fine-grained semantic differences.)

10. See especially the essays “Truth and ‘Correspondence’,” “Grammar and
Existence: A Preface to Ontology,” and “Some Reflections on Language Games”
in Sellars 1963, and chapter 4 of Sellars 1968.

11. An important difference between Wright and me is that I vigorously eschew
epistemic reductionism, whereas Wright (1992) remains officially neutral about
it. Furthermore, his book can be read as supportive of the contention that truth,
in any discourse, is the epistemically characterizable attribute he calls super-
assertibility. In Horgan 1995a, 1996, I applaud Wright’s generic position but
argue against an epistemically reductionist version of it.

12. In Horgan 1986b, I provide reasons to be skeptical about the prospects for
systematic reductive identifications or systematic eliminative paraphrases.

13. For more detailed discussion see Horgan 1994c, 1995b, 1998b, 2000, and
Potre, forthcoming. In Horgan 1995b, various claims involving the semantics and
metaphysics of vagueness are formulated as additional numbered theses within
contextual semantics, over and above the core theses of the framework. What I
say about vagueness here is largely excerpted from Horgan 1998b, 2000.

14. For convenience of exposition, I here discuss boundaryless metalinguistically,
in terms of statements and their semantic status. But the same core idea applies
equally well at the first-order level of description. Consider a sorites sequence
consisting of the respective sand conglomerations themselves. To say that heap-
hood is boundaryless is to say that (i) initially in this sequence there are heaps
(with each predecessor of a heap being a heap), (ii) later there are nonheaps (with
each successor of a nonheap being a nonheap), and (iii) there is no determinate
fact of the matter about the transition from heaps to nonheaps.

15. The weak logical incoherence of vagueness is generic, in the following sense:
it is not directly linked to, and does not presuppose, any particular approach to
the logic of vagueness. Debates about the specific logical principles governing
vague discourse are largely independent of the generic weak logical incoherence
of vagueness. Strong logical incoherence is also a generic notion, not tied to any
specific system of logical principles.

16. Does this mean that under the correct collective assignment of semantic
status to all the statements in a sorites sequence, no two adjacent statements differ
in semantic status? No. According to the collectivistic-pole requirements, there is
no correct collective assignment of semantic status to all the statements in the
sequence.

17. One reason for the name transvaluationism is to emphasize that this position
is not a species of what Williamson calls nibilism—the view that “vague expres-
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sions are empty; any vaguely drawn distinction is subverted” (1994, 165). Another
reason is to emphasize the need for a “transvaluation of all truth values,” so to
speak, i.e., the need to transcend the impossible goal of finding some logically
coherent, semantically correct, collective assignment of semantic status to all the
statements in a sorites sequence. The proper goal for a semantics of vagueness,
rather, is to provide an adequate account of the normative standards governing
semantically correct assertoric practice.

18. Perhaps transvaluationism can even be implemented by standard two-valued
logic, employed in a way that respects in practice the logically disciplined weak
incoherence of vagueness. On accommodating vagueness, Quine remarks, “What
I call my desk could be equated indifferently with countless almost coextensive
aggregates of molecules, but I refer to it as a unique one of them, and I do not and
cannot care which. Our standard logic takes this ... in stride, imposing a tacit
fiction of unique though unspecifiable reference” (19935, 57).

19. The weak logical incoherence that any such account must take on board, at
least implicitly, will inevitably reveal itself when one considers what the advocate
of the particular account will be forced to say when confronted with a forced
march through a sorites sequence. Consider, for instance, a sorites sequence for
baldness: ““A man with no hairs on his head is bald”; “A man with 1 hair on his
head is bald;...; “A man with 10 million hairs on his head is bald.” A forced
march through this sequence is a series of questions, one for each successive
statement, “Is it true?” Each of the questions is perfectly meaningful. And for no
two successive questions could it be correct to give different answers, for that
difference would mark a determinate semantic transition, contrary to the nature
of vagueness. So the only thing to do, when confronted with the prospect of
forced-march querying, is steadfastly to refuse to answer those persistent queries
(since no complete set of answers is semantically correct). This is the right thing
to do, because it reflects the dominance of collectivistic-pole semantic requirements
over individualistic-pole requirements. But although this refusal to take the forced
march is entirely appropriate as a tactic for avoiding commitment to any logically
contradictory statements, it does not eliminate the weak logical incoherence of
vagueness. The individualistic-pole requirements are still in force, even though
they are dominated by the logically incompatible collectivistic-pole requirements,
for the respective queries in the forced march are all still meaningful, and each
still demands the same answer as its predecessor, even though it is proper and
respectable to duck those cumulative individualistic semantic requirements by
refusing to take the forced march.

20. One salient example, discussed in Horgan 1998b, section 4, is what is there
called “iterated supervaluationism.” The core idea of this approach is that the
metalanguage for stating supervaluationist semantics is itself vague, and thus it
too is subject to a supervaluationist treatment in a meta-metalanguage, and so on,
all the way up the metalinguistic hierarchy. A different approach to the logic of
vagueness, also a species of the transvaluationist genus, is described in Horgan
1994c, a paper that is explicit about the need to quarantine the (weak) logical
incoherence that is endemic to genuine vagueness.
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21. For articulation and defense of a version of indirect-correspondence meta-
physical realism that countenances only one concrete particular, namely, the entire
physical universe (the “BLOBJECT”) construed as containing no genuine PARTS,
see Horgan 1991 and Horgan and Potrc, in press.

22. Peter Unger was right! See Unger 1979a, 1979b.
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5

Coherence as the Nature of Truth

Brand Blanshard

It has been contended in the last chapter that coherence is in the end our
sole criterion of truth. We have now to face the question whether it also
gives us the nature of truth. We should be clear at the beginning that
these are different questions, and that one may reject coherence as the
definition of truth while accepting it as the test. It is conceivable that one
thing should be an accurate index of another and still be extremely dif-
ferent from it. There have been philosophers who held that pleasure was
an accurate gauge of the amount of good in experience, but that to con-
fuse good with pleasure was a gross blunder, There have been a great
many philosophers who held that for every change in consciousness there
was a change in the nervous system and that the two corresponded so
closely that if we knew the laws connecting them we could infallibly
predict one from the other; yet it takes all the hardihood of a behaviou-
rist to say that the two are the same. Similarly it has been held that
though coherence supplies an infallible measure of truth, it would be a
very grave mistake to identify it with truth.

2

The view that truth is coherence rests on a theory of the relation of
thought to reality, and since this is the central problem of the theory of
knowledge, to begin one’s discussion by assuming the answer to it or by
trying to make one out of whole cloth would be somewhat ridiculous.
But as this was our main problem in the long discussions of Book II,
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we may be pardoned here for brevity. First we shall state in résumé the
relation of thought to reality that we were there driven to accept, and
sketch the theory of truth implicit in it. We shall then take up one by one
the objections to this theory and ask if they can pass muster.

To think is to seek understanding. And to seek understanding is an
activity of mind that is marked off from all other activities by a highly
distinctive aim. This aim, as we saw in our chapter on the general nature
of understanding, is to achieve systematic vision, so to apprehend what is
now unknown to us as to relate it, and relate it necessarily, to what we
know already. We think to solve problems; and our method of solving
problems is to build a bridge of intelligible relation from the continent of
our knowledge to the island we wish to include in it. Sometimes this
bridge is causal, as when we try to explain a disease; sometimes teleo-
logical, as when we try to fathom the move of an opponent over the chess
board; sometimes geometrical, as in Euclid. But it is always systematic;
thought in its very nature is the attempt to bring something unknown or
imperfectly known into a sub-system of knowledge, and thus also into
that larger system that forms the world of accepted beliefs. That is what
explanation is. Why is it that thought desires this ordered vision? Why
should such a vision give satisfaction when it comes? To these questions
there is no answer, and if there were, it would be an answer only because
it had succeeded in supplying the characteristic satisfaction to this unique
desire.

But may it not be that what satisfies thought fails to conform to the
real world? Where is the guarantee that when [ have brought my ideas
into the form my ideal requires, they should be #rue? Here we come
round again to the tortured problem of Book IL. In our long struggle with
the relation of thought to reality we saw that if thought and things are
conceived as related only externally, then knowledge is luck; there is no
necessity whatever that what satisfies intelligence should coincide with
what really is. It may do so, or it may not; on the principle that there are
many misses to one bull’s-eye, it more probably does not. But if we get
rid of the misleading analogies through which this relation has been
conceived, of copy and original, stimulus and organism, lantern and
screen, and go to thought itself with the question what reference to an
object means, we get a different and more hopeful answer. To think of a
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thing is to get that thing itself in some degree within the mind. To think
of a colour or an emotion is to have that within us which if it were
developed and completed, would identify itself with the object. In short,
if we accept its own report, thought is related to reality as the partial to
the perfect fulfilment of a purpose. The more adequate its grasp the more
nearly does it approximate, the more fully does it realize in itself, the
nature and relations of its objects.

Thought thus appears to have two ends, one immanent, one transcen-
dent. On the one hand it seeks fulfilment in a special kind of satisfaction,
the satisfaction of systematic vision. On the other hand it seeks fulfilment
in its object. Now it was the chief contention of our second book that
these ends are one. Indeed unless they are accepted as one, we could see
no alternative to scepticism. If the pursuit of thought’s own ideal were
merely an elaborate self-indulgence that brought us no nearer to reality,
or if the apprehension of reality did not lie in the line of thought’s inter-
est, or still more if both of these held at once, the hope of knowledge
would be vain. Of course it may really be vain. If anyone cares to doubt
whether the framework of human logic has any bearing on the nature
of things, he may be silenced perhaps, but he cannot be conclusively
answered. One may point out to him that the doubt itself is framed in
accordance with that logic, but he can reply that thus we are taking
advantage of his logico-centric predicament; further, that any argument
we can offer accords equally well with his hypothesis and with ours, with
the view that we are merely flies caught in a logical net and the view
that knowledge reveals reality. And what accords equally well with both
hypotheses does not support either to the exclusion of the other. But
while such doubt is beyond reach by argument, neither is there anything
in its favour.! It is a mere suspicion which is, and by its nature must
remain, without any positive ground; and as such it can hardly be dis-
cussed. Such suspicions aside, we can throw into the scale for our theory
the impressive fact of the advance of knowledge. It has been the steadfast
assumption of science whenever it came to an unsolved problem that
there was a key to it to be found, that if things happened thus rather than
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otherwise they did so for a cause or reason, and that if this were not
forthcoming it was never because it was lacking, but always because of a
passing blindness in ourselves. Reflection has assumed that pursuit of its
own immanent end is not only satisfying but revealing, that so far as the
immanent end is achieved we are making progress toward the transcen-
dent end as well. Indeed, that these ends coincide is the assumption of
every act of thinking whatever. To think is to raise a question; to raise a
question is to seek an explanation; to seek an explanation is to assume
that one may be had; so to assume is to take for granted that nature in
that region is intelligible. Certainly the story of advancing knowledge
unwinds as if self-realization in thought meant also a coming nearer to
reality.

4

That these processes are really one is the metaphysical base on which our
belief in coherence is founded. If one admits that the pursuit of a coher-
ent system has actually carried us to what everyone would agree to call
knowledge, why not take this ideal as a guide that will conduct us far-
ther? What better key can one ask to the structure of the real? Qur own
conviction is that we should take this immanent end of thought in all
seriousness as the clue to the nature of things. We admit that it may
prove deceptive, that somewhere thought may end its pilgrimage in frus-
tration and futility before some blank wall of the unintelligible. There are
even those who evince their superior insight by taking this as a foregone
conclusion and regarding the faith that the real is rational as the wishful
thinking of the ‘tender-minded’. Their attitude appears to us a compound
made up of one part timidity, in the form of a refusal to hope lest they be
disillusioned; one part muddled persuasion that to be sceptical is to be
sophisticated; one part honest dullness in failing to estimate rightly the
weight of the combined postulate and success of knowledge; one part
genuine insight into the possibility of surds in nature. But whatever its
motives, it is a view that goes less well with the evidence than the oppo-
site and brighter view. That view is that reality is a system, completely
ordered and fully intelligible, with which thought in its advance is more
and more identifying itself. We may look at the growth of knowledge,
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individual or social, either as an attempt by our own minds to return to
union with things as they are in their ordered wholeness, or the affirma-
tion through our minds of the ordered whole itself. And if we take this
view, our notion of truth is marked out for us. Truth is the approxima-
tion of thought to reality. It is thought on its way home. Its measure is
the distance thought has travelled, under guidance of its inner compass,
toward that intelligible system which unites its ultimate object with its
ultimate end. Hence at any given time the degree of truth in our experi-
ence as a whole is the degree of system it has achieved. The degree of
truth of a particular proposition is to be judged in the first instance by its
coherence with experience as a whole, ultimately by its coherence with
that further whole, all-comprehensive and fully articulated, in which
thought can come to rest.

But it is ime we defined more explicitly what coherence means. To be
sure, no fully satisfactory definition can be given; and as Dr. Ewing says,
‘it is wrong to tie down the advocates of the coherence theory to a precise
definition. What they are doing is to describe an ideal that has never yet
been completely clarified but is none the less immanent in all our think-
ing.’? Certainly this ideal goes far beyond mere consistency. Fully coher-
ent knowledge would be knowledge in which every judgement entailed,
and was entailed by, the rest of the system. Probably we never find in fact
a system where there is so much of interdependence. What it means may
be clearer if we take a number of familiar systems and arrange them in a
series tending to such coherence as a limit. At the bottom would be a
junk-heap, where we could know every item but one and still be without
any clue as to what that remaining item was. Above this would come a
stone-pile, for here you could at least infer that what you would find next
would be a stone. A machine would be higher again, since from the
remaining parts one could deduce not only the general character of a
missing part, but also its special form and function. This is a high degree
of coherence, but it is very far short of the highest. You could remove the
engine from a motor-car while leaving the other parts intact, and replace
it with any one of thousands of other engines, but the thought of such an
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interchange among human heads or hearts shows at once that the inter-
dependence in a machine is far below that of the body. Do we find then
in organic bodies the highest conceivable coherence? Clearly not. Though
a human hand, as Aristotle said, would hardly be a hand when detached
from the body, still it would be something definite enough; and we can
conceive systems in which even this something would be gone. Abstract a
number from the number series and it would be a mere unrecognizable x;
similarly, the very thought of a straight line involves the thought of the
Euclidean space in which it falls. It is perhaps in such systems as Eucli-
dean geometry that we get the most perfect examples of coherence that
have been constructed. If any proposition were lacking, it could be sup-
plied from the rest; if any were altered, the repercussions would be felt
through the length and breadth of the system. Yet even such a system
as this falls short of ideal system. Its postulates are unproved; they are
independent of each other, in the sense that none of them could be
derived from any other or even from all the others together; its clear
necessity is bought by an abstractness so extreme as to have left out
nearly everything that belongs to the character of actual things. A com-
pletely satisfactory system would have none of these defects. No propo-
sition would be arbitrary, every proposition would be entailed by the
others jointly and even singly,3 no proposition would stand outside the
system. The integration would be so complete that no part could be seen
for what it was without seeing its relation to the whole, and the whole
itself could be understood only through the contribution of every part.

6

It may be granted at once that in common life we are satisfied with far
less than this. We accept the demonstrations of the geometer as complete,
and do not think of reproaching him because he begins with postulates
and leaves us at the end with a system that is a skeleton at the best. In
physics, in biology, above all in the social sciences, we are satisfied with
less still. We test judgements by the amount of coherence which in
that particular subject-matter it seems reasonable to expect. We apply,
perhaps unconsciously, the advice of Aristotle, and refrain from asking
demonstration in the physical sciences, while in mathematics we refuse to
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accept less. And such facts may be thought to show that we make no
actual use of the ideal standard just described. But however much this
standard may be relaxed within the limits of a particular science, its
influence is evident in the grading of the sciences generally. It is precisely
in those sciences that approach most nearly to system as here defined that
we achieve the greatest certainty, and precisely in those that are most
remote from such system that our doubt is greatest whether we have
achieved scientific truth at all. Our immediate exactions shift with the
subject-matter; our ultimate standard is unvarying.

7

Now if we accept coherence as the test of truth, does that commit us to
any conclusions about the nature of truth or reality? I think it does,
though more clearly about reality than about truth. It is past belief that
the fidelity of our thought to reality should be rightly measured by coher-
ence if reality itself were not coherent. To say that the nature of things
may be incoherent, but we shall approach the truth about it precisely so
far as our thoughts become coherent, sounds very much like nonsense.
And providing we retained coherence as the test, it would still be non-
sense even if truth were conceived as correspondence. On this supposi-
tion we should have truth when, our thought having achieved coherence,
the correspondence was complete between that thought and its object.
But complete correspondence between a coherent thought and an inco-
herent object seems meaningless. It is hard to see, then, how anyone
could consistently take coherence as the test of truth unless he took it
also as a character of reality.

Does acceptance of coherence as a test commit us not only to a view
about the structure of reality but also to a view about the nature of truth?
This is a more difficult question. As we saw at the beginning of the
chapter, there have been some highly reputable philosophers who have
held that the answer to “What is the test of truth’? is ‘Coherence’, while
the answer to “What is the nature or meaning of truth?’ is ‘Correspon-
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dence’. These questions are plainly distinct. Nor does there seem to be
any direct path from the acceptance of coherence as the test of truth to its
acceptance as the nature of truth. Nevertheless there is an indirect path.
If we accept coherence as our test, we must use it everywhere. We must
therefore use it to test the suggestion that truth is other than coherence.
But if we do, we shall find that we must reject the suggestion as leading to
incoherence. Coherence is a pertinacious concept and, like the well-known
camel, if one lets it get its nose under the edge of the tent, it will shortly
walk off with the whole.

Suppose that, accepting coherence as the test, one rejects it as the
nature of truth in favour of some alternative; and let us assume, for
example, that this alternative is correspondence. This, we have said, is
incoherent; why? Because if one holds that truth is correspondence, one
cannot intelligibly hold either that it is tested by coherence or that there is
any dependable test at all. Consider the first point. Suppose that we
construe experience into the most coherent picture possible, remembering
that among the elements included will be such secondary qualities as
colours, odours, and sounds. Would the mere fact that such elements as
these are coherently arranged prove that anything precisely correspond-
ing to them exists ‘out there’? I cannot see that it would, even if we knew
that the two arrangements had closely corresponding patterns. If on one
side you have a series of elements a, b, c..., and on the other a series of
elements a, f, y ..., arranged in patterns that correspond, you have no
proof as yet that the natures of these elements correspond. It is therefore
impossible to argue from a high degree of coherence within experience to
its correspondence in the same degree with anything outside. And this
difficulty is typical. If you place the nature of truth in one sort of char-
acter and its test in something quite different, you are pretty certain,
sooner or later, to find the two falling apart. In the end, the only test of
truth that is not misleading is the special nature or character that is itself
constitutive of truth.

Feeling that this is so, the adherents of correspondence sometimes
insist that correspondence shall be its own test. But then the second dif-
ficulty arises. If truth does consist in correspondence, no test can be suf-
ficient. For in order to know that experience corresponds to fact, we
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must be able to get at that fact, unadulterated with idea, and compare the
two sides with each other. And we have seen in the last chapter that such
fact is not accessible. When we try to lay hold of it, what we find in our
hands is a judgement which is obviously not itself the indubitable fact we
are seeking, and which must be checked by some fact beyond it. To this
process there is no end. And even if we did get at the fact directly, rather
than through the veil of our ideas, that would be no less fatal to corre-
spondence. This direct seizure of fact presumably gives us truth, but since
that truth no longer consists in correspondence of idea with fact, the
main theory has been abandoned. In short, if we can know fact only
through the medium of our own ideas, the original forever eludes us; if
we can get at the facts directly, we have knowledge whose truth is not
correspondence. The theory is forced to choose between scepticism and
self-contradiction.*

Thus the attempt to combine coherence as the test of truth with cor-
respondence as the nature of truth will not pass muster by its own test.
The result is incoherence. We believe that an application of the test to
other theories of truth would lead to a like result. The argument is:
assume coherence as the test, and you will be driven by the incoherence
of your alternatives to the conclusion that it is also the nature of truth.

The theory that truth consists in coherence must now be developed
more specifically. The theory has been widely attacked, and the average
reader will not improbably come to it with numerous and dark suspi-
cions. In presenting the theory we shall therefore follow a somewhat
unusual procedure. We shall go down the line of these suspicions and
objections, trying to deal with them in roughly the order in which they
naturally arise, and seeking in our answers to bring the nature and
implications of the theory gradually to light.

9

(1)

It is objected, first, that the view entails scepticism. What is it that
our judgements must cohere with in order to be true? It is a system of
knowledge complete and all-inclusive. But obviously that is beyond us—



112 Brand Blanshard

very probably forever beyond us. If to know anything as true, which
means simply to know it, requires that we should see its relation to the
total of possible knowledge, then we neither do nor can know anything.

The answer lies partly in an admission, partly in an explanation. The
admission is that the theory does involve a degree of scepticism regarding
our present knowledge and probably all future knowledge. In all likeli-
hood there will never be a proposition of which we can say, “This that I
am asserting, with precisely the meaning I now attach to it, is absolutely
true’. Such a conclusion may bring disappointment, but disappointment
is not discredit. And in the light of the history of science, this refusal to
claim absoluteness for our knowledge appears even as a merit. For the
road of history is so thick with discarded certainties as to suggest that
any theory which distributes absolute guarantees is touched with charla-
tanism. Those who would define truth as correspondence or self-evidence
commonly believe that in certain judgements these characters can be
found to the full and hence that the judgements are true absolutely. But it
is easy to point to past judgements which, in the best opinion of the time,
satisfied both definitions at once—judgements for example about the
flatness of the earth or the rising of the sun—which nevertheless turned
out false. In the light of such facts, theories that give patents of abso-
luteness to any of our present truths have antecedent probability against
them. It may be answered that if judgements seeming to be true have
turned out false, this does not show that truth has been wrongly defined
but only that men have made a mistake as to whether its defining char-
acter was present. But the answer is obvious. The objection now before
us is that, in contrast with other theories, coherence leads to scepticism. If
it is now admitted that the other theories themselves are so difficult to
apply that one can have no certainty, even in leading cases, whether the
character they define as truth is present or not, then these theories are
sceptical also.

We may reply, secondly, with an explanation, which comes essentially
to this, that the coherence theory, like other theories, needs to be applied
with some common sense. While the truth of a judgement does consist in
the last resort in its relations to a completed system, no sensible person
would claim to know these in detail, or deny the judgement a#y truth till
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he did know them, any more than he would deny some beauty to a pic-
ture because it failed of beauty absolute. The system we actually work
with is always less than the whole; at the best it is the mass of scientific
knowledge bearing on the point in question; on the average it is a cloudy
congeries of memories, suggestions and inferences, ill-organized in the
extreme, and yet capable of subconscious mobilization and use. And
for all of us, except in rare moments, the interest in truth is satisfied by
exercise within these limits. Even the scientist is commonly satisfied if
his theory receives the imprimatur of the organized knowledge of his
time, and he would think it fantastic to attack him on the ground that
organized knowledge has been known to change, that it may do so again,
and hence that his theory may have to change with it. This last he would
no doubt admit, adding however that to allow one’s pursuit of science, or
one’s confidence in it, to be practically affected by this is merely silly. We
agree. For all the ordinary purposes of life, coherence does not mean
coherence with some inaccessible absolute, but with the system of present
knowledge; and since this is by no means beyond determining, to describe
the theory as simply sceptical is misleading. In practice it is not sceptical
at all; in theory it upholds the scepticism that is a mainspring of progress.
It justifies our acceptance of beliefs scientifically tested, while providing a
salutary warning that science itself may become a fetish. While support-
ing the belief in scientific advance, it refuses to believe that this advance
has reached the end of the road. It is absolutistic without dogmatism, and
relativistic without countenancing despair.

10

(2)

This answers by implication another objection to the theory. It is said
that a truth once true must be always true, whereas on the coherence
theory what was true may now be false, and what is now true may
become false with expanding knowledge. That which coheres with the
knowledge of an earlier time may conflict with the knowledge of a later
time. Thus propositions may put on truth or falsity, and take them off
again, with changing scientific fashions; which is absurd.
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But the objection is baseless. The measure of truth, wh