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Abstract 

The main concern of this work is to understand and evaluate 

the debate between substanti vism and deflationism in the 

theory of truth. According to substantive theories, truth 

consists in, and has to be explained in terms of, a special 

relation between the truth bearing item and reality. Accor

ding to deflationism, such theories offer a needlessly 

inflated account of truth. 

Chapter one sketches a paradigmatic sUbstantive theory of 

truth that explains the notion of truth by invoking the 

notions of representation and states of affairs. It says that 

for something to be true is for it to represent a state of 

affairs that obtains. 

Chapter two introduces physicalism, i. e., the thesis that 

everything there is can be explained in terms amenable to 

physics. For physicalism to be correct one of the following 

has to be the case: either the notion of representation (and 

the notion of a state of affairs) can be explained in physica

listic terms, or there simply are no representations (and no 

states of affairs). So if the relevant explanations are not 

to be had, the physicalist has to become an eliminativist with 

respect to representations (and states of affairs). Such an 

eliminative physicalism provides the major motivation for a 

deflationist attitude towards truth. It engenders the need to 

search for a deflationist ersatz-account of truth; an account 
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that does not invoke sUbstantive notions like representation. 

Chapter three develops the best, most prominent, and so 

far only serious candidate for a deflationist account: the 

thesis that truth is disquotation. Chapter four raises four 

grave problems for disquotationalism and discusses the costs 

of solving these problems. Chapter five concludes that the 

costs are too high. Disquotationalism is not an acceptable 

ersatz-theory of truth. As long as there is no other serious 

candidate for a deflationist account of truth that does not 

succumb to the same problems as disquotationalism, the 

sUbstantive theory of truth has to be accepted. That means, 

if physicalism is to succeed it has to be able to provide 

explanations of sUbstantive notions like representation. If 

no such explanations are to be had, it is more plausible to 

relinquish physicalism than to embrace deflationism with 

respect to truth. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. SUbstantivism and Deflationism 

There are two vexing problems in the theory of truth. One is 

reasonably well defined: our intuitions about truth give rise 

to paradox. The problem is to find out what, if anything, can 

be done about that. The problem, one might say, concerns 

primarily the logic o~ truth. 

The other problem, the one I wish to address here, 

concerns primarily the nature of truth. Unfortunately, it is 

not as well defined as the first one. Roughly speaking, it 

concerns the question whether truth consists in, and has to be 

explained in terms of, a special relation between the truth 

bearing item and reality. The problem is not well defined 

because its formulation is excessively vague. So far, it is 

formulated as a problem about the adequacy of what can only be 

regarded as a pattern for a theory; we may call it the 

relation-to-reality pattern. It is very unspecific. It needs 

to be filled in: What is the relation supposed to be and what 

are we to understand by reality? 

There are various, and often competing, theories that 

attempt to make the relation-to-reality pattern more specific 

by answering these two questions. The differences between 

these theories are rather interesting and worthy of discus

sion. But they are not my main topic. My main topic concerns 

a more fundamental debate. There is a position that is 
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opposed to the whole idea of invoking a relation to reality in 

the account of truth. According to this position, all the 

theories that conform to the relation-to-reality pattern are 

on the wrong track and have to be 'abandoned. The various 

concepts they use to fill in the pattern in question are found 

to be elusive, unintelligible, metaphysical (in the pejorative 

sense of the word), unscientific, explanatorily superfluous, 

mystical, etc. The correct explanation of truth is claimed to 

require less extravagant conceptual resources. 

Proponents of the latter position usually offer what have 

come to be called deflationist theories of truth1 as ersatz-

accounts to be put in place of the theories they claim have to 

be abandoned. The label is supposed to remind us that 

deflation ism intends to press the alledgedly superfluous air 

out of the overinflated balloons offered by the accounts that 

conform to the relation-to-reality pattern. Keeping up with 

the metaphor, we might call the relation-to-reality accounts 

SUbstantive theories of truth because they hold that what 

deflationism wants to let out of the theory of truth is not 

superfluous air but real substance that needs to be there. As 

labels go these are probably not very good. I shall use them 

nevertheless, mainly because I do not know any that are 

better, but partly because they convey at least some of the 

widespread feeling that for sUbstantivism truth is a rich and 

1 The term 'deflationism' was introduced by Paul Horwich 
(1982) and was then used by Hartry Field (1986) and others. 
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juicy affair while deflationism exhibits that well-known taste 

for dry and desert landscapes. 

The main concern of this work is to understand and 

evaluate the debate between sUbstantivism and deflationism. 

In Chapter One, I shall sketch a sUbstantive theory of truth 

which can be regarded as the paradigm of its kind. The theory 

fills in the relation-to-reality pattern by invoking the 

notions of representation and states of affairs. It says that 

for something to be true is for it to represent a state of 

affairs that obtains. Chapter Two introduces physicalism, 

which is roughly the thesis that everything there is can be 

explained in terms amenable to physics.. For physicalism to be 

correct either one of the following has to be the case: the 

notion of representation (and the notion of a state of 

affairs) can be explained in physicalistic terms or there are 

no representations (and no states of affairs). So if the 

relevant explanations are not to be had, the physicalist has 

to become an eliminativist with respect to representations 

(and states of affairs). I regard such an eliminativist 

physicalism as providing the major motivation for a defla-

tionist attitude towards truth. It engenders the need to 

search for an ersatz-account of truth that does not invoke 

sUbstantive notions like representation. In Chapter Three, I 

present and develop the best, most prominent, and so far only 

serious candidate for such an account: the thesis that truth 

is disquotation. Chapter Four raises four serious problems 
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for disquotationalism and discusses the costs of solving these 

problems. Chapter Five concludes that the costs are too high. 

Disquotationalism is not an acceptable ersatz-theory of truth. 

As as long as there is no other serious candidate for a 

deflationist account of truth, one that does not succumb to 

the same problems as disquotationalism, the rational stance to 

take is the following. If physicalism is to succeed it has to 

be able to provide physicalistic explanations of SUbstantive 

notions like representation. If no such explanations are to 

be had, it is more plausible to relinquish physicalism than to 

embrace deflationism with respect to truth. 

2. Truth for Sentences As a Paradigm 

Truth is promiscuous: it attaches to beliefs, thoughts, 

assertions, statements, utterances, sentences, and many more. 

This multiple applicability of the notion under consideration 

is a major source of complexities that arise in the theory of 

truth. To make things more manageable, I shall focus my 

attention on truth as applied to sentences, thc:.t is, I shall 

treat the notion of a true sentence as a paradigm case. That 

does not mean that I am not interested in true beliefs, 

assertions, thoughts, etc. Quite to the contrary. Since I am 

ultimately interested in truth simpliciter and not merely in 

some restricted notion like true sentence, I shall sometimes 

stop and consider truth bearers other than sentences with an 
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eye towards the prospects of a general theory of unrestricted 

truth. But truth for sentences will serve as my paradigm. 

3. What Is a Theory of Truth? 

The purpose of a theory of truth is to explain what it is for 

something to be true or false. Consequently, the purpose of 

a theory of truth for sentences is to explain what it is for 

g sentence to be true or false. What explanation comes to 

here is an issue that ultimately cannot be avoided but it is 

better left somewhat vague at the beginning. However, one 

preliminary remark is in order. 

We might expect an explanation, or theory, of truth to 

provide us with a definition of truth. The idea, though 

reasonable, is not without problems. First of all, a mere 

definition is hardly enough to count as an explanation. 

Definitions alone do not dig very deep. They are illuminating 

only if embedded within a longer story. A definition is, at 

best, only Qng of the things that we expect from an explana

tion. However, what the "other things" are is not quite 

clear. Furthermore, it is not even clear whether we should 

really require an explanation to provide us with a definition. 

Even though it is reasonable to expect this, the expectation 

may be too high. We may not get a definition of truth. Yet 

we may still get something that can count as an explanation of 

truth. We should not make it an irrevocable requirement on 

---------- --------~-------- . __ . 
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explanations that they have to yield definitions. So let us 

take it as a prima facie requirement. 

Moreover, let me also be somewhat vague about the 

requirement. The nature of definitions is, after all, not 

that much clearer than the nature of explanation. Given 

certain strong views about definitions, for example, views 

according to which definitions have to be conceptual analyses, 

there are many who would hold that providing a definition (in 

this strong sense) should not even be a prima facie require

ment on explanations. An explanation of truth should tell us 

what truth is, but for many this does not mean that such an 

explanation has to tell us what we mean when we say that 

something is true or what we have in mind when we think that 

something is true. What the requirement comes to will depend 

strongly on the nature and status of definitions. I wish to 

avoid these complicated issues. I shall present theories of 

truth (naively) as aiming, at the first level, for a defini

tion of truth, that is, for a clause of the form: 

~ is true =def 

It is prudent as well as convenient to be somewhat vague about 

what exactly the sign '=def' is supposed to express. 
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I. SUBSTANTIVISM 

4. correspondence To Facts 

What is a sUbstantive theory of truth? The question may give 

rise to extensive contemplation about the nature of subs tan

tivism. But I shall not engage in such contemplations. For 

the beginning my task is better served by considering specific 

examples. The idea of a substantive theory of truth is in 

desperate need of examples because its initial characteri

zation in terms of the relation-to-reality pattern is rather 

hazy. To start to examples of sUbstantivism is also a good 

way to get a hold on deflationism. , Deflationism ' is a 

contrast-term: to give this label to a theory makes sense 

only in contrast to another theory that is susceptible to the 

charge of being overly inflated. We should take a look at 

such" inflated" theories to find out what deflationists are up 

to. So let us start with this question: What, for example, 

is a sUbstantive theory of truth? 

If there are any theories that count as SUbstantive 

theories of truth, then the traditional correspondence theory 

of truth should definitely be among them. It is the paradigm 

of its kind. It is often formulated as the claim that for 

something to be true is for it to correspond to reality. So 

in particular, according to this theory, the truth of a 

sentence like 'Snow is white' consists in its correspondence 

to reality. 
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So far the theory will hardly seem very satisfying. It 

is rather nondescript. The first thing one would like to ask 

is what, exactly, a true sentence is said to correspond to 

when it is said to correspond to reality. The worry is not 

merely that 'reality' is a vague term, it is rather that 

intuitively it would seem that reality is a bit much for one 

short sentence like 'Snow is white' to correspond to. Are we 

to think that this sentence is true in virtue of corresponding 

to the whole universe? 

The traditional and still most common version of the 

theory addresses this worry by offering convenient slices of 

reality that make for a better fit with sentences. What a 

true sentence is usually said to correspond to are certain 

parts of reality, namely facts: the sentence 'Snow is white' 

presumably corresponds to the fact that snow is white, 'Grass 

is green' to the fact that grass is green, and so on. All the 

facts taken together will doubtless make up reality, but there 

is no need to require every true sentence to correspond to the 

whole collection. 

While the substitution of facts for reality accomplishes 

hardly enough to make the account entirely satisfying, it can 

safely be said that what we have now is a standard version of 

the correspondence theory of truth as it applies to sentences. 

It is expressed in the following definition: 

(CF) X is a true sentence = def ( i) X is a sentence, and ( i i) 

there is some fact y such that X corresponds to y. 
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The form of the correspondence theory that is based on 

this definition has been traced back to Aristotle, but this 

ancestry is somewhat questionable. 1 The theory is more 

obviously present in Thomas Aquinas2 , and it appears fre-

quently and explicitly in the earlier writings of Moore and 

Russell, although the latter usually formulated it with 

respect to beliefs and thoughts rather than sentences. 3 The 

tradi tional correspondence theory still has many friends. 

This, I think, is due not only to its distinguished history 

but also to its intuitive appeal. 

The correspondence definition (CF) is certainly the prime 

example of a sUbstantive theory of truth. Nevertheless (or 

1 At least Aristotle's famous definition in Metaphysics 
1011b25 seems to lack any notions that correspond to the 
correspondence relation: "To say of what is that it is not, 
or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what 
is that it is, or of what is not that it is not, is true" 
(Aristotle 1984).' 

2 In Question 1, Article 1 of De veri tate st. Thomas Aquinas 
(1952) uses the term 'correspondentia' at least once. He also 
cites with approval a definition by the Neoplatonist Isaac 
Israeli: "Veritas est adequatio rei et intellectus", ("Truth 
is the adequation of thing and intellect"), which seems to 
amount to a correspondence theory of truth as applied to 
cognitive mental states. As far as I can see, Aquinas does 
not use the notion of a fact; instead he uses related notions 
like thing or being. 

3 In Russell's Problems of Philosophy (1912, p. 129) we find 
the following state:ment: "Thus a belief is true when there is 
a corresponding fact, and is false when there is no correspon
ding fact". Moore's account in Some Main Problems of 
Philosophy (1953, p. 277) is similar: "To say that this 
belief is true is to say that there is in the universe g fact 
to which it corresponds; and to say that it is false is to say 
that there is not in the universe any fact to which it 
corresponds". 
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maybe for this very reason), it is not very satisfying, at 

least not much more so than the initial characterization of 

sUbstantivism in terms of the relation-to-reality pattern. 

One gets the strong feeling that the mere thesis that truth is 

correspondence to a fact is awfully thin and does not 

constitute much of a progress towards a sharper understanding 

of truth. All that has been done, so far, was that the word 

'corresponds' has been substituted for 'relation' and reality 

has been made a little bit more specific by slicing it into 

facts. Should there not be something more illuminating to be 

said about truth? 

There is a difference between merely giving a definition 

of a notion and providing a theory (an explanation) of that 

notion. (CF) is merely a correspondence definition of truth 

for sentences. To give a correspondence theory would require 

to go further and to give some kind of account of the impor-

tant notions that occur in the definiens of (CF). without 

such an account we have a definition but lack an explanation. 

Using a terminology that is familiar from Quine, we may 

say that a sUbstantivist account of truth, an account that 

conforms to the relation-to-reality pattern, will have an 

ontological part and an ideological part4: the former part 

4 Quine (1951, p. 14) explains these terms in the following 
way: "Given a theory, Q!l§ interesting aspect of it into which 
we can inquire is its ontology: what enti ties are the 
variables of quantification to range over if the theory is to 
hold true? Another no less important aspect into which we can 
inquire is its ideology [ .•• ]: what ideas can be expressed in 
it?" 
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will be concerned with the ontological category of the objects 

to which the truth bearing items are related by the relation 

whose nature will be the concern of the latter part. In the 

case of (CF), the ontology invoked is an ontology of facts, 

while the ideological part is played by the relation of cor

respondence. So the correspondence theorist will have, at 

least, two distinguishable tasks: he has to give an account 

of his theory's ontology, the notion of a fact, and an account 

of its ideology, the. notion of correspondence. The two tasks 

may, to a certain extent, be independent from each other. An 

example of this independence was the earlier change in the 

correspondence theory's ontology, sUbstituting facts for 

reality, that was done whithout any changes in its ideology. 

with respect to the ontological task it is very tempting 

to take the line that the notion of a fact is primitive so 

that it cannot be explained in terms of other, more fundamen

tal, notions. This line is not implausible. After all, the 

notion of a fact really seems to be very fundamental. It also 

seems to be a rather ordinary and non-technical notion. Fact

talk is in no way alien to us. The frequency of such talk in 

ordinary discourse indicates that we all believe in facts, 

that facts belong to our "folk ontology". We all can give 

various examples of facts: that snow is white is a fact, that 

the earth is round is a fact, and so on. It is tempting to 

claim that facts are so fundamental to our thinJ~ing that we 

have to be satisfied with a minimal account of the correspon-

--------------
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dence theory's ontology, an account that is restricted to 

pointing out examples and has otherwise to rely on our 

ordinary understanding. What more could be said about such 

ordinary things as facts that would add anything of real 

significance? 

However, that facts seem to be very ordinary members of 

our folk-ontology is not a good enough reason for the cor

respondence theorist to feel complacent about them. If the 

correspondence theorist wants to take advantage of our 

pretheoretical familiarity with facts he has to insure that 

the term 'fact', g§ it appears in iQEl, can be taken in its 

ordinary sense. And this is open to doubt. Ordinary speakers 

may balk at the idea that abstractions, like that the square 

root of 16 is equal to the square of~, and negative existen

tials, like that santa Clause does not exist, should count as 

facts. To the extent to which any of these would not or

dinarily be regarded as facts, the correspondence theorist 

will have to propose an extension in the use of the term in 

order to have enough facts to cover all the truths; a strategy 

which raises the suspicion that the notion in the driver's 

seat is truth rather than fact. The correspondence theorist 

is in danger of tailoring his and our notion of a fact to the 

notion of truth so that it fits into the correspondence 

definition, instead of employing our intuitive understanding 

of facts in the explanation of truth. 
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Another case in point is the issue of complex facts. 

since the sentence 'If everything is a car then the Empire 

state Building is a car' is true, must it not be a fact, 

according to (CF), that if everything is a car then the Empire 

sate Building is a car? Here the correspondence theorist has 

two options. He might hold that, indeed, it is a fact that if 

everything is a car then the Empire state Building is a car. 

If he takes this option he risks again the objection that he 

has extended the notion of a fact beyond the ordinary just to 

make the facts fit his account of truth. Alternatively, he 

might opt for a compositional account. He might hold that 

only logically simple true sentences correspond to facts and 

that the truth of complex sentences has to be explained in 

terms of the correspondence, or non-correspondence, of their 

simple components. He could, for example, say that the above 

conditional about the Empire state Building is true just in 

case its antecedent does not correspond to a fact or its 

consequent does correspond to a fact. In this way the 

correspondence theorist can try to avoid commitment to 

logically complex facts. However, if he takes this option he 

has already abandoned his comfortable minimalist account and 

has started to give a theory of facts. 

Then there is the well known question of the criterion of 

identity for facts: Under what condition is ~ the same fact 

as~? A correspondence theorist should be able to give an 

answer to this question. For how can we have an understanding 

-------------
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of the idea that a sentence § corresponds to a fact X if we 

have no way of telling whether the fact X that § corresponds 

to is the same as the fact~? Yet our ordinary intuitions 

about when we are confronted with different names of one fact 

versus different names of different facts are much too unclear 

and confused t,:,) allow the correspondence theorist to simply 

rely on them. So here again he will have to go to work and 

propose a specific theory. 

Finally, there is also a more systematic problem with 

mentioning facts in an explanation of truth for sentences. 

Facts are obviously objects that are denoted, or specified, by 

phrases of the form 'the fact that p', or simply 'that p', in 

which 'p' is a placeholder for indicative sentences. But not 

any indicative sentence will do. Only if we SUbstitute a true 

indicative will we get the name of a fact. This is worrying 

because it suggests that our notion of a fact is dependent on 

our notion of truth in a way that is detrimental to the 

correspondence theory. If our understanding of facts 

presupposes our understanding of truth then the correspondence 

theory can hardly be regarded as offering a real explanation 

of truth. And the suspicion that 'true' is more basic than 

'fact' is hard to answer as long as we do not have anything 

more on facts than examples that conform to the principle that 

'the fact that p' names a fact just in case 'p' is true. What 

the correspondence theorist needs to do in order to alleviate 
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this worry is to offer a theory of facts that goes beyond 

these examples and does not bend back to the notion of truth. 

The above are all more or less serious problems that 

arise with respect to the notion of a fact. They need to be 

solved by some kind of ontological theory about the nature of 

facts. I put such stress on the need for theory in the cor

respondence theorist's ontology because it gives us a good 

idea of the structure of a deflationist attack against the 

ontological part of (CF). Traditionally, correspondence 

theorists have not said much about the nature of facts. Since 

the notion of a fact., as it occurs in (CF) , cannot be claimed 

to be unproblematic in virtue of our ordinary understanding, 

the defla·tionist will be able to start his attack by dis

missing attempts to leave the notion unexplained as cases of 

cheating. He will then go on to look into the extant theories 

about facts, insofar as there are any, and he will attack them 

on the grounds that they do not work or, more importantly, on 

the grounds that they invoke explanatory resources that are 

not eligible, given certain premises about the eligibility of 

such resources that he wants to defend. His conclusion will 

be that we should have a theory of truth that does not invoke 

facts at all. 

The situation is somewhat similar when it comes to the 

correspondence theorist's ideology. 'Correspondence' is a 

quite ordinary term. But to leave it at that and to offer no 

further explanation of it would again amount to cheating on 
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the part of the correspondence theorist, for the term is 

ordinarily used in various different ways. We say things 

like: "These parts of the picture correspond to those parts 

of the thing that is pictured", where we use 'corresponding' 

in the sense of 'picturing'. We also say things like: "The 

layers in this geological formation correspond to different 

stages in the history of the earth", or: "That he earns more 

salary than she does shows that salaries do not correspond to 

skill in this country", where what we have in mind seems to be 

some kind of mathematical correlation. 

So the term 'correspondence' can ordinarily be used in 

many different ways to refer to different kinds of correspon

dence relations. In everyday situations we rely heavily on 

the context of our statements to make clear what kind of cor

respondence relation we have in mind. NOw, (CF) uses the term 

without explicitly specifying what kind of correspondence 

relation it is that is supposed to be responsible for truth. 

Hence it invites the objection that it, too, relies on the 

context to make clear what is meant. This is a serious 

objection. For, in the absence of any further information, we 

have to take the definition (CF) itself as the relevant 

disambiguating context. But the only thing that (CF) can tell 

us is that the correspondence relation in question must be one 

that has to obtain between a sentence and a fact in order for 

the sentence to be true. Since this would make his account 

circular, the correspondence theorist has to provide somewhat 
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more by way of an explanation. He has to specify explicitly 

what is meant by the term 'correspondence' as it appears in 

his definition. 

The 'picturing' sense of the term 'correspondence' may 

suggest to invoke the notion of similarity at this point, but 

it should be obvious that an account of correspondence as it 

appears in (CF) has to avoid this trap. Sentences do not 

"picture" facts by way of being similar to them because they 

are not similar to them. A more sophisticated account will be 

necessary; one that does not rely too heavily on our natural 

understanding of 'correspondence' (because the word is too am

biguous), does not fall into the similarity trap, and avoids 

circularity. Furthermore, it should be detailed enough to 

enable us to specify which fact corresponds to a given true 

sentence and which true sentence corresponds to a given fact. 

Without this feature the account can hardly be said to yield 

an explanation of the correspondence relation. 

The deflationist, who is likely to attack the correspon

dence theorist's ideology as well as his ontology, will object 

that no such account is to be had, at least none that is 

acceptable given certain requirements that I shall discuss 

later on. He will go on to conclude that correspondence has 

no place in an acceptable account of truth. 

25 



5. Falsehood 

There is an interesting issue about the correspondence theory 

that does not concern its ontology or its ideology in separa

tion from the other but the way in which the two parts 

interact. I have said earlier, and I regard this as the most 

basic requirement for any theory of truth, that an account of 

truth has to explain what it is for something to be true or 

false. Yet the topic of falsehood has not come up at all so 

far. What does a correspondence theorist say about the nature 

of falsehood? 

What correspondence theorists usually say about falsehood 

is what Russell and Moore said in the passages quoted in 

footnote 3: for something to be false is for it to not 

corresponq to any fact. This claim is not as innocuous as it 

might seem. A sentence is defined as false just in case there 

is no fact that it corresponds to, that is, just in case the 

sentence is not true. According to this definition, falsehood 

coincides with the absence of truth. This identification of 

falsehood with untruth is not without problems. 

There is a case to be made for sentences that are both 

true and false. What I have in mind here are sentences that 

are ambiguous and are true under one of their interpretations 

and false under the other. Examples are provided by sentences 

that contain lexically ambiguous words, like 'A seal was 

responsible for the Challenger disaster', by sentences that 

are ambiguous in syntactic structure, like 'Husbands are 
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necessarily married', and also by mixtures of these, like 

'Humans are flying planes'. Such sentences should be regarded 

as true as well as false. But the above account of falsehood 

does not allow us to regard such sentences in this way, 

because the identification of falsehood with untruth would 

make them corne out as both true and not true. 

Some are maybe inclined to say that ambiguous sentences 

require a disambiguating context in order to have the "right 

stuff", Le., an interpretation, to be regarded as either true 

or false. On this view, ambiguous sentences would be neither 

true nor false and the problem just stated would reduce to the 

next one. But the view is not very plausible. The intuiti

vely right thing to say about the sample sentences given above 

is that they are both true and false. contexts do not really 

seem to be relevant to the question. It is plausible to hold 

about sentences containing indexicals that they are neither 

true nor false. They require a context before they can be 

interpreted in a way that allows the ascription of truth 

values. But the problem with sentences that exhibit lexcial 

or syntactical ambiguity is not that they do not have inter

pretations, they have too many. I take it that that is what 

'ambiguous' means. Since ambiguous sentences have interpreta

tions, there is no reason for thinking that they lack truth 

values -- short of confusing them with sentences that contain 

indexicals. 
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There is also a case to be made for sentences that are 

neither true ~ false. The most obvious examples would be 

interrogative and imperative sentences. If falsehood is 

defined as untruth we would have to say that such sentences 

are neither true nor not true, an evaluation which is clearly 

incorrect because such sentences are not true. 

The correspondence theorist may want to get rid of 

interrogatives and imperatives by amending his definition in 

the following way: 

(CF' ) ~ is a true sentence =def (i') ~ is an indicative 

sentence, and (ii) there is some fact y such that ~ 

corresponds to y. 

If sentence truth is defined with this more restrictive first 

clause, interrogatives and imperatives drop out of the picture 

entirely and it does not matter that they are neither true nor 

false. The hope is that the set of sentences that are false 

coincides exactly with the set of indicative sentences that 

are not true, so that the correspondence definition of false

hood as consisting in the absence of truth cannot get into 

trouble. 

It may be objected that there are candidates for untrue 

indicatives that are not false. According to strawson (1950), 

an indicative sentence like 'The present emperor of France is 

bald' contains an unfulfilled presupposition the fulfillment 

of which is necessary for it to be either true or false, hence 
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it is neither. However, Strawson's analysis of sentences like 

the above is rather controversial. So maybe the correspon

dence theorist should not be bothered too much by such 

examples. He can go with Russell (1905) and hold that such 

sentences are simply false. 

The more important consideration is that (eF') brings in 

a new and juicy element: indicativeness is supposed to be a 

property that is characteristic to all and only those senten

ces that are either true or false, so that to say of a 

sentence with that property that it is not true entails that 

it is false. The presence of this property in a sentence will 

amount to the same as the sentence's being susceptible to 

either truth or falsehood. There is, of course, the problem 

of how to explicate indicativeness without bringing in either 

truth or falsehood. But this is not a new problem for the 

correspondence theory. Since it purports to digive a neces

sary and sufficient condition for sentence truth, it was clear 

from the beginning that it has somehow to delineate the 

indicative mood from other moods that are not susceptihle to 

truth or falsehood and that it has to do this without going in 

a circle. The point for the need of indicativeness lies 

elsewhere. 

originally one would have thought that an account of cor

respondence, properly developed, should be able to deliver the 

required delineation of the indicative mood. After all, a 

definition of sentence truth should offer a necessary and 
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sufficient condition for a sentence's being true and for a 

sentence's being false. So it should exclude all sentences 

that are neither. The idea that (CF) does that relies on the 

assumption that an account of the correspondence relation will 

somehow yield the result that nonindicatives are neither true 

nor false. But it has turned out that the correspondence 

relation alone cannot provide an adequate delineation of this 

kind. And we did not even have to go into the account of the 

correspondence relation to see this. All we had to do was to 

raise the question what falsehood could be according to a 

correspondence theory. If falsehood has to be distinguished 

from untruth, as I think it has to, then it becomes clear that 

a simple definition like (CF) cannot handle it. And this is 

not the fault of the correspondence relation but the fault of 

the structure of the definition. (CF) just does not contain 

enough parts to leave room for a third element besides truth 

and untruth; it has to define falsehood as untruth. Based on 

(CF), all one can do is to either affirm that a sentence 

corresponds to a fact or deny that it correspondes to a fact. 

But falsehood is not just a denial of truth; it is not simply 

something negative but consists partly in the presence of 

something posi ti ve. A true sentence and a false sentence 

share a positive feature that is not present in a sentence 

that is merely not true. 

(CF') provides this positive feature in the form of 

indicativeness. Since it offers a third element to play 
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around with, the revised definition allows the correspondence 

theorist to make room for a further "value" in addition to 

truth and its absence. In this (CF') is clearly superior to 

the original definition. However, (CF) is not qvite satis

fying. It is not able to handle cases of ambiguous sentences 

that are both true and false. 

6. Representing states of Affairs 

The revised correspondence definition offered in the previous 

section leads rather straightforwardly to a sUbstantive theory 

of truth that can be regarded as an alternative to the 

correspondence theory. The path to the alternative starts 

with a consideration of the nature of indicativeness. 

It is plausible to hold that what distinguishes true as 

well as false indicatives from other types of sentences is 

that they represent the world as being a certain way. True 

ones represent it as being a way it actually is while false 

ones represent it as being a way it is not. The ways in which 

the world is represented by indicatives can be, and often are, 

llypostazised to states of affairs, \-lhich are entities that are 

typically denoted, or depicted, or specified, by that-clauses. 

This makes for a natural way of talking. Instead of having to 

say that the sentence 'Snow is white' represents the world as 

being such that it has snow in it which is white, we can say 

that it represents the state of affairs that snow is white. 

The move from representing the world as being in a certain way 
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to representing states of affairs is similar to the earlier 

move that took as from correspondence to reality to 

correspondence to facts. It is more plausible to assume that 

one short sentence represents a small slice rather than the 

whole cake. 

By now we could rephrase the correspondence definition 

(CF') and say that a sentence is true just in case it (i) 

represents a state of affairs and (ii) corresponds to a fact. 

But this account is puzzling. It separates the representa-

tional power of the sentence from its power to correspond to 

a fact. Could the two come apart? Could it be that the 

sentence 'Snow is white' represents the state of affairs that 

snow is white and corresponds, say, to the fact that snow is 

made of water? It seems not, at least not in the case of an 

unambiguous sentence like 'Snow is white'. 

represents the state of affairs that snow 

corresponds to the fact that snow is white. 

This sentence 

is white and 

So what is the 

difference between the state of affairs that snow is white and 

the fact that snow is white? There does not seem to be a 

difference. Yet, we cannot hold that in general states of 

affairs just are facts and define truth simply in terms of 

representing states of affairs. This would just be a restate

ment of the original correspondence definition in different 

terms. What we want is that a false sentence represents a 

state of affairs while it does not stand in the relevant 

truth-conferring relation to a fact. 
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states of affairs as well as facts are typically denoted, 

or specified, by that-clauses. This they have in common. But 

they are distinct in that the latter can only be specified 

with that-clauses that embed true sentences while the former 

can be specified with that-clauses that embed either true or 

false sentences. This indicates that the totality of facts 

comprises a part of the totality of states of affairs. All 

facts are states of affairs; not all states of affairs are 

facts, but some are. And these should be the ones in virtue 

of which sentences that represent them are true. While the 

states that are not facts should be the ones in virtue of 

which sentences that represent them are false. So what makes 

a state of affairs into a fact? 

A state of affairs can be a real state or a fictitious 

state, or in other terms, it can occur or fail to occur, or, 

as I shall say, it can obtain or fail to obtain. The state of 

affairs that snow is white obtains, while the state of affairs 

that snow is green does not obtain. This property of 

obtaining is such that, if a sentence represents a state of 

affairs that obtains, then it is true in virtue of represen

ting that state of affairs and in virtue of that state's 

obtaining. If, on the other hand, a sentence represents a 

state of affairs that does not obtain, then it is false in 

virtue of :representing that state and in virtue of that 

state's failing to obtain. So we can say that it is the 

property of obtaining that turns states of affairs into facts. 
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But by now we do not really need the notion of a fact anymore; 

it drops out of the picture. It has turned out to be a 

complex notion that is put together from two others: states 

of affairs and obtaining. 

Once it has been recognized that facts have to be taken 

apart in this fashion, it is easy to get a sUbstantive 

defini tion of truth for sentences that does not run into 

troubles with falsehood: 

(RS) ~ is a true sentence =def (i) ~ is a sentence, (ii) there 

is state of affairs y such that ~ represents y, and y 

obtains; 

~ is a false sentence =def (i) ~ is a sentence, (ii) there 

is a state of affairs y such that ~ represents y, and y 

does not obtain. 

The definition is clearly an example of sUbstantivism in the 

theory of truth. The claim that truth consists in the 

representation of obtaining states of affairs qualifies as a 

way of filling in the relation-to-reality pattern. It is only 

that the way in which (RS) fills in that pattern differs in 

some interesting respects from the way proposed by the 

correspondence theory. 

I think that the above definition of truth and falsehood, 

mayb'e in a somewhat different. dress, is very popular nowadays. 

Maybe even more so than the correspondence definition which, 

in the course of its long history, has accrued a bad reputa-
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tion. There are, however, not many philosophers who have 

explicitly offered the above definition as their official 

accounts of truth. My claim that the definition is popular is 

based on the frequency with which one can find statements in 

the present literature to the effect that true sentences 

represent states of affairs, or (truth-) conditions, and that 

these states or conditions obtain, or occur. 5 

For my purposes here, I shall take (RS) , or rather the 

kind of theory in which it is the central definition, and 

treat it as the primary example of sUbstantivism in the theory 

of truth. Not that I think (RS) does not need any further 

work. I am rather sure that it does. (We have not yet 

considered any complications that arise from the fact that the 

interpretation of sentences depends on the languages to which 

they belong and on the contexts in which they are produced. 

I shall come to that later; see Section 9.) Fo~ the moment 

(RS) serves me well. On the one hand, it is a very general 

5 A definition that is very close to the one above can be 
found in Chisholm (1977, p. 89): "The following would be a 
simple account of the truth for sentences: A sentence is true 
provided only (i) it expresses a certain state of affairs and 
(ii) that state of affairs obtains. And a sentence is false 
provided only (i) it expresses a certain state of affairs and 
(ii) that state of affairs does not obtain". Chisholm's 
definition has 'expresses' where (RS) has 'represents', but 
this is probably a purely terminological difference. More 
interestingly, Chisholm's definition does not make it quite 
clear whether the first clause allows for sentences that are 
ambiguous, i.e. express more than one state of affairs. The 
second clause of (RS) clearly leaves room for such cases. 
(The definition in the passage just quoted is not the one 
Chisholm ultimately embraces. He modifies the definition in 
certain ways that we shall consider later on.) 
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and simple account, free from cumbersome detail, and it nicely 

conveys the spirit of sUbstantivism. On the other hand, it 

has a number of advantages over the original correspondence 

definition which is maybe somewhat too simple. (RS) handles 

falsehood easily. It handles sentences that are neither true 

nor false: they come out as sentences that do not represent 

any state of affairs. It also handles ambiguous sentences 

that are true as well as false: they come out as sentences 

that represent more than one state of affairs, namely at least 

one that obtains and at least one that does not obtain. This 

last feature also makes (RS) superior to the revised cor

respondence definition. 

Note that correspondence has dropped out of the picture 

together with facts. Actually, one can just define facts as 

obtaining states of affairs and regain the correspondence 

definition of truth by simply defining correspondence as 

representation. A true sentence could then, again, be said to 

correspond to a fact, while the correspondence definition of 

falsehood would define a false sentence as one that 

corresponds to an "unfact", i. e., a state of affairs that does 

not obtain. From this point of view the representation 

definition can be regarded as providing a vindicating analy

sis, or rather reconstruction, of the correspondence defini

tion. I see no fault with this point of view, other than that 

it would probably be somewhat misleading. As far as I can 

-"'--~----'-----
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tell, the traditional correspondence definition was usually 

not meant to be equivalent to a definition like (RS). 

I regard it as a further advantage of (RS) that represen

tation has taken over from correspondence (a developement that 

was foreshadowed when indicativeness was introduced into the 

correspondence definition). Representation is somewhat close 

to the notion of picturing which we identified earlier as one 

of the various senses in which 'correspon~s' may be used in 

ordinary talk. But note that 'represents' can ordinarily be 

used in a very abstract sense that is not committed to an 

underlying similarity between the object that does the 

representing and the object that is represented. An abstract 

painting can be said to represent something, even though there 

is no similarity between anything on the canvass and whatever 

it is that the painting is said to represent. The notion of 

representation suggests a kind of abstract picturing, it does 

not commit the representation theorist to the untenable thesis 

that true sentences are in any relevant respect similar to the 

states in virtue of which they are true. 

So I think that at least some progress has been made on 

the ideological side of sUbstantivism in that the very 

unspecific notion of correspondence has given way to the more 

specific notion of representation. Of course, one would like 

to hear something more about the essential notions that occur 

in the definiens of (RS). One would like to have an RS-theory 

of truth that goes beyond the mere definition in that it gives 

---------..... -.~-. ~'. 
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an account of the definition's ideology, the notion of 

representation, as well as of its ontology, the notion of a 

state of affairs. 

7. Representation 

The introduction of the representation relation makes clear 

that the ideological part of the RS-theory will constitute 

(part of) what is usually regarded as semantics, the theory of 

how linguistic symbols relate to the non-linguistic, or to 

reality, or to what they are about, or whatever. The term 

'representation' is just one of the many terms that are used 

to indicate semantic relations. Fortunately, it is not 

necessary for present purposes to discuss in any detail what 

a semantic theory will look like. All we need to do is to get 

clear about some rather basic points. 

When one hears that representation is a semantic rela

tion, one is likely to think of the nowadays ubiquitous notion 

of content: Does not the phrase 'the sentence § represents 

the state of affairs that p' amount to the same as the phrase 

'§ has the content that pi? I think it does, at least under 

certain construals of 'content'. But one has to be careful 

here. Even though the two phrases are interchangeable (under 

certain construals of 'content'), that does not mean that 

states of affairs can be identified right away with contents 

or that the representation relation can be identified with the 

---------------
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"having" relation that obtains between sentences and their 

contents they have. 

The content terminology can be introduced through the 

follwing principle: 

(C) ~ is a content iff it is a state of affairs that is 

represented by some sentence (or belief, or thought, or 

utterance, etc.) 

The principle shows that it is not correct to say, with full 

generality, that states of affairs ~ contents. Only the 

ones that are represented by some sentence (or belief, or 

thought, etc.) are contents. Those states of affairs that ~ 

contents are so in virtue of standing in the representation 

relation, or rather its converse, to sentences (etc.), just 

like sentences have contents in virtu.e of standing in the 

representation relation to states of affairs. In principle, 

there may be many states that are not represented by anything, 

hence are not contents, like there are many sentences that do 

not represent anything, hence do not have contents (in the 

required sense of the term). 

The upshot of (C) is that those states of affairs that 

are contents are so only contingently. It is not essential to 

them to stand in the (converse of) the representation relation 

to anything. states of affairs are then somewhat like men, 

while contents are somewhat like husbands. Men that are 

husbands are not essentially husbands. They become husbands 

.--------- -----
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by coming to stand in the being-a-spouse-of relation to a 

woman. states of affairs that are contents are not 

essentially contents. They become contents by coming to stand 

in the (converse of) the representation relation to sentences 

(etc. ) . Contents/husbands can get divorced from their 

sentences/spouses, when certain conventions are changed, by 

which process they become "mere" states of affairs/men. Some 

of these may "remarry", and there may also be some others who 

never got "married" at all. 

I said earlier that states of affairs that are represen-

ted by sentences can be identified with the contents of these 

sentences provided we construe the term 'content' in a certain 

way. What I meant was that, prima facie, this identification 

works only for a certain notion of content, which we may 

circularly characterize as truth-theoretic content, also known 

as truth conditions. states of affairs that are represented 

by something can be said to be contents in this sense. 6 

However, there is another notion of content such that hat it 

would not be plausible to straightforwardly identify At::ltes of 

6 Note that truth condition, like content, comes out as a 
complex notion. The state of affairs that snow is white 
considered in itself is not the truth condition of, say, the 
sentence 'Snow is white'. It is the truth condition of this 
sentence only insofar as it is represented by the sentence. 
Truth-conditions are represented states of affairs. Some 
authors who talk about content, in the sense of truth-theore
tic content, or about truth conditions would not like to be 
commited to the strong view that contents and truth conditions 
are states of affairs. They would like to avoid being 
committed to such a heavy ontological burden. From the point 
of view of a SUbstantive theory of truth, they are on the road 
to deflationism. 
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affairs with contents in that sense. This other notion is 

sometimes identified with the notion of meaning. 

Take Putnamian Twin-Earth arguments. Such arguments 

could be taken to show the following. There is a notion of 

content, call it ·content*·, which makes it correct to say 

that the earthly sentence 'Water is H20' shares its content* 

wi th the twin earthly sentence • Water is H20'. So the two 

sentences cannot be distinguished on the basis of content*. 

But we know that the earthly sentence may be true while the 

twin-earthly sentence may be false. Hence truth-theoretic 

content must enable us to distinguish between the two senten

ces. Hence content cannot be identified with content*, and so 

the contents* of the above sentences, if indeed there is 

anything like that, cannot be identified with the states of 

affairs represented by them. In the *-sense of content the 

identification in question seems to be illegitimate. 7 Some 

want to identify content* with meaning. They want to say that 

the earthly sentence and the twin-earthly sentence mean the 

same. If one finds this identification plausible, one should 

7 As Richard Cartwright (1962, pp. 39f) has pointed out some 
time ago, the very frequently employed arguments of this form 
do not quite establish the desired conclusion. Strictly 
speaking one can only derive that at least Qng of the conten~s 
of the two sentences must differ from their common content • 
The claim that the identification of content with content* is 
illegitimate rests on a usually suppressed premise to the 
effect that, since there is no reason for identifying either 
of the contents of the two sentences with their content*, 
neither should be identified with their content*. An analo
gous premise should be assumed for the arguments that will be 
considered shortly. 
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be wary of identifying the meaning of the sentences with their 

contents, i. e., the states of affairs represented by them. As 

we have just seen, twin earth arguments can be taken to show 

that truth-theoretic content has more discriminating power 

than meaning, on one possible reading of 'meaning,.8 

There is a more promising line by which truth-theoretic 

contents might be as~imilated to meanings, under another 

reading of 'meaning'. According to (RS) , sentences with 

differring, or possibly differring, truth-values have dif-

ferent contents. The sentences 'It is necessary that all 

cordates have hearts' and 'It is necessary that all renates 

have hearts' differ in truth-value. It follows that 'All 

cordates have hearts' differs in truth-theoretic content from 

'All renates have hearts', provided we accept a certain 

compositionality principle for contents, namely the principle 

that if sentences of the form 'It is necessary that p' have 

different contents then the sentences embedded in their that-

clauses must have different contents too .. If an analogous 

compositionality principle is accepted for believe sentences 

then one might even argue that 'Triangles are geometrical 

figures' and 'Trilaterals are geometrical figures' have 

different truth-theoretic contents because prefixing them with 

8 For Putnam's famous argument, see his "The Meaning of 
'Meaning'" (1975). Of course, Putnam himself would be opposed 
to attempts of reconstruing his argument in the way mentioned 
in the text. He would not like to regard what is common to 
both sentences as their content*; and especially he would not 
like to regard it as their meaning. 
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'Jones believes that' does, or might, result in sentences with 

differing truth-values. This would make truth-theoretic 

contents come rather close to meanings. However, the second 

compositionality principle is more controversial and less 

plausible than the modal compositionality principle. So we 

should be rather cautious about identifying truth-theoretic 

content with meaning. We should try not to read too much, or 

too little, into the notion of content that occurs in the 

theory of truth. We should not let our intuitions about 

meaning drive our judgements about truth-theoretic content. 

Having made my "notes of caution" about 'content', I shall 

sometimes use the term in the sense introduced by principle 

(C). This terminology is sometimes less cumbersome than the 

terminology of representing states of affairs. 

What about propositions? They are contents too, yet they 

do not seem to play any role at all in these pages. In one 

sense, they do. Especially nowadays the term 'proposition' is 

frequently used in exactly the same way in which I use 'state 

of affairs' to refer to those entities in virtue of which 

sentences (etc.) are true or false. So much of the present 

literature on propositions will be directly relevant to my 

states of affairs. Sometimes however, propositions are 

introduced as intermediaries between sentences (etc.) and 

states of affairs or facts. It is sometimes said that a 

sentence is true just in case it expresses a true proposition, 

and that a proposition is true just in case it corresponds to 

---------
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a fact or represents an obtaining state of affairs. If 

propositions are introduced in the latter way, then they are 

part of a specific theory of the representation relation. 

This theory holds that the representation relation between 

sentences and states of affairs is to be explained in terms of 

the expression relation between sentences and propositions and 

a further relation (correspondencep ' representationp) that 

holds between propositions and facts or states of affairs. I 

shall not discuss this theory here. It is already subsumed 

under (RS). 

I shall turn now to a quick sketch of what the options 

are for an RS-theorist who wants to give some kind of account 

of the representation relation, that is, an RS-theorist who 

wants to give some kind of ~emantic theory in order to account 

for the ideological part of (RS). Such a theorist will either 

offer a reductivist account of representation or she will 

offer a non-reductivist account. There are four major options 

for an account that is non-reductivist: 

(sJ The semantic theory provides a "limiting case" of an 

account of the representation relation by taking the relation 

itself as primitive. This does not entail that the theory 

treats representation as something mystical about which 

nothing at all can be said. It just entails that whatever can 

be said about representation does not suffice to defini

tionally eliminate it. 
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(l2.) The theory explains representation in terms of truth 

as applied to sentences. Such a theory would be reminiscent 

of the enterprise of truth-theoretic semantics that is 

associated with the work of Davidson (see for example his 

1967). Of course, in the context of an explanation of truth 

for sentences such a semantics would go in a circle. 

(g) The semantic theory tries to account for the 

semantic representation relation that obtains between states 

of affairs and sentences, call it's-representation', in terms 

of another representation relation that obtains between states 

of affairs and intentional mental states like beliefs or 

thoughts, call it 'i-representation'. At a first level such 

a theory might be taken to be reductivist because it does away 

with s-representation. But most philosophers would be 

inclined to say that such a theory is reductivist only in a 

very pickwickian sense. It trades in a semantic relation for 

an intentional relation. 'I'he two relations are similar enough 

to make it reasonable to demand that a reductivist should be 

able to do without either of them. Serious, non-pickwickian, 

reductionism should not explain s-representation in terms of 

the obviously related, some would say equally mysterious, 

notion of i-representation without any further account of the 

latter. Only if i-representation is ultimately explained in 

non-intentional and non-semantic terms can the theory count as 

reductivist, otherwise it is non-reductivist. The so-called 
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Grice program falls nicely under this category: some of its 

proponents are reductionists while others are not. 

There is, however, a further important wrinkle to the 

story. For there is a view, a view that is rather popular at 

present, according to which i-representation can, or should, 

be accounted for in terms of a representation relation that 

applies to sentences. The view is not proposing an indirectly 

circular account of s-representation. Rather, it contends 

that there are two s-representation relations: one that 

applies to sentences of public languages and another one that 

applies to sentences in the language of thought.. The proposal 

is, then, to explain the first relation in terms of i-repre

sentation and to explain i-representation in terms of the 

second relation. Whether this is a reductivist or non-reduc

tivist program will obviously depend on what its story is 

about the semantics of Mentalese. I draw special attention to 

the "Mentalese" program at this point because it will play a 

prominent role later in our discussion of deflationism. 

(g) Finally, there is the option to first break down the 

representation relation into constituent parts (reference, 

satisfaction, etc.) and then apply anyone from (g) to (Q) to 

the notions that have been found to constitute the notion of 

representation. If one "breaks down" the representation 

relation in some such way, one will also find it necessary to 

"break down" states of affairs into "appropriate" parts (e.g., 

objects and properties). This is not really an alternative to 
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the other options. It is rather a preliminary step that can 

be taken, and very often is. 

A reductivist semantics, in the non-pickwickian sense of 

the term, is one that ultimately accounts for s-representation 

without bringing in the notion of representation or any other 

semantic or intentional notions. The 'ultimately' is needed 

to allow the reductivist to pursue either of the three 

strategies already mentioned under (9) above. She can either 

give a reductivist account of the s-representation relation 

directly. Or sh,e can explain this relation in terms of the i

representation relation and give a reductivist account of the 

latter. Or, finally, she can distinguish between public 

language s-representation and Mentalese s-representation and 

account for the former in terms of i-representation, account 

for i-representation in terms of Mentalese s-representation, 

and then go on to give a reductive account of that relation. 

Of course, the reductivist, too, has the option to first break 

down representation into constituent notions and then apply 

her reductions to these constituents. The explanatory options 

that most readily corne to mind for reductionist semantics are 

either behaviorist or causal- and reliable-indicator accounts 

of representation, with the latter being roughly as fashion

able these days as the former are unfashionable. Possible 

alternatives may be evolutionary "proper function" theories of 

representation or so-called conceptual-role semantics. 
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I am rather swift here because I am at present not much 

interested in what the various reductivist proposals will look 

like. I am mainly interested in the scenario in which no such 

account is available, or no such account is taken to be 

available. This is a scenario that is likely to motivate 

deflationist theories of truth, given that one has accepted a 

premise to the effect that an alledged explanation of truth 

that employs an unreduced representation relation is not an 

eligible explanation of truth. 

8. states of Affairs 

The second task for the RS-theorist is to provide an account 

of her ontology. Such an account has two parts: an explana

tion of what states of affairs are and an explanation of what 

it is for them to obtain. 

Foes and friends of states of affairs agree that, if 

there are states of affairs, they are relatively theoretical 

members of the ontological community. They will, on any scale 

of theoreticity, come out as more theoretical than the other 

objects the theory of truth obviously has to deal with, like 

sentences, beliefs, thoughts, statements, and utterances. 

States of affairs are generally regarded as objects that are 

abstract in the sense of being neither located in space nor in 

time. The reason for this is, presumably, that it is quite 

hard to figure out, first, where or when such states like the 

state of affairs that snow is white obtain, and second where 
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or when those states of affairs exist that do not obtain at 

all. The existence of abstract entities is often contested, 

much more so than any of the other objects that come up in the 

theory of truth. Many would claim that what makes states of 

affairs the most dubious elements that occur in an RS-theory 

(highly theoretical posits) is that they are unlike sentences, 

beliefs, thoughts, statements, and utterances in that we do 

not have any information about them that is relatively 

independent from theory: states of affairs cannot be per-

ceived. So some story about what they are seems to be almost 

obligatory. 9 There are at least four different options: 

(A) Even though states of affairs are relatively theore-

tical entities, one can still take them as primitives into 

one's ontology. Again, that does not mean that nothing 

further can be said about them. In fact, since they are 

relatively theoretical entities, we should require the RS-

9 Actually I am not so convinced of the non-perceiveability 
of states of affairs. For there is a simple argument that 
seems to me to prove that we can perceive states of affairs: 

(1) I can perceive that snow is white. 
(2) That-clauses name states of affairs. 
(3) 'That snow is white' is a that-clause. 
Therefore, 
(4) That snow is white is a state of affairs. 
Therefore, 
(5) I can perceive a state of affairs. 

Although some have told me that this argument is ridiculous 
and sheer sophistry, I cannot really see what is wrong with 
it. But if we can perceive states of affairs, why are they 
relatively theoretical entities? I think it is because we 
need an argument to prove that we can perceive them that makes 
them theoretical, namely an argument that employs a premise, 
premise (2), that is part of a theory about how language 
relates to what is not language. 
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theorist who wants to go primitivist about states of affairs 

to specify theoretical principles that are constitutive, 

though not definitive, of states of affairs. 

Among the theoretical principles that govern the notion 

of a state of affairs should be at least the following: (i) 

Necessarily, states of affairs obtain or fail to obtain, but 

not both; (ii) states of affairs can be contents of sentences, 

beliefs, thoughts, (etc.); (iii) states of affairs are 

typically denoted, or depicted, or specified, by expressions 

of the form 'the state of affairs that pi, or 'that pi, where 

'pi stands for any indicative sentence. These principles are 

"constitutive" of our notion of a state of affairs in that 

without them we would not really have an idea of what is meant 

by the term 'state of affairs' as it occurs in (RS). 

The first principle secures that states of affairs are in 

an important way different from sentences. They cannot be, as 

it were, "ambiguous". If they could, then there could be a 

sentence that represents exactly one state of affairs but 

would be both true and false. Such unambiguous/ambiguous 

sentences must be excluded. sentences are ambiguous by 

representing more than one state of affairs, hence they can be 

both true and false. But states of affairs cannot be 

ambiguous; they do not represent, they are what is represented 

(they do not have contents, they are contents). Hence they 

cannot both obtain and fail to obtain. Since sentences are 

typically used to denote states of affairs, and since senten-
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ces are often ambiguous, there will be ambiguous names of 

states of affairs, like 'the state of affairs that seals eat 

fish'. Such names do not (unambiguously) denote an ambiguous 

state of affairs, they (ambiguously) denote more than one 

state of affairs. 

It is noteworthy that two of the above principles involve 

the representation relation in characterizing states of 

affairs. For principle (ii), this is obvious. Principle 

(iii) connects states of affairs with the representation 

relation via the following auxiliary principle: (iv) The 

result of prefixing an indicative sentence § with the expres

sions 'the state of affairs that' or simplY 'that' denotes, or 

specifies, a state of affairs ~ if and only if § represents ~. 

The principle is interesting because it shows that the common 

characterization of states of affairs as denotata of that

clauses depends on the idea that states of affairs can 

function as contents. So even if states of affairs are taken 

as primitive, it has to be admitted that cur intuitive 

understanding of them is partly dependent on our understanding 

of the representation relation. 

(~) There is an account of what states of affairs are 

that does not take them as primitive but makes the notion of 

a state of affairs officially dependent on the notion of 

content by taking principle (ii) from above as definitive of 

states of affairs. The account defines states of affairs as 

possible contents, or more exactly, it defines a state of 

-----.----- ----
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affairs as an object such that it is possible that there is a 

sentence (belief, thought, statement, etc.) which represents 

that obj ect. This defines states of affairs in terms of 

modality and the representation relation. Whether such an 

account will ultimately turn out to be reductionist or not 

depends on what the semantic theory (or the theory of inten

tionality) will say about the representation relation (see the 

previous section). But no matter how this will come out, the 

present account would have the advantage of merging the theory 

of states of affairs with the theory of the representation 

relation. 10 

(~) An option for an account of states of affairs that 

is independent of the representation relation would be a ~ 

positional account, that is, one that regards states of 

affairs as complex structured objects and tells us what they 

are in terms of what they are made out of. Candidates for the 

constituents of states of affairs are properties, and concrete 

objects, and various set-theoretic constructions containing 

properties and concrete objects. Such accounts are in fact 

very popular nowadays. And it is a debated question (separa-

ting "Fregeans" from "Kripkeans") whether all states of 

10 Not~ that defining states of affairs as possible contents 
of ~entencs (etc.) should not be confused with defining them 
as actual contents of sentences (etc.). The latter "anti
realist" definition is dubious in the light of the intuitive 
plausibility of claims like: The state of affairs that snow 
is white would still obtain, even if it were not represented 
by anything (etc.). 
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affairs consist solely of properties or whether many of them 

consist of objects like persons, dogs, moments, and places." 

To regard states of affairs as set-theoretic construc-

tions of concrete objects only is not a promising option. As 

we have learned from Quine, the state of affairs that Fido is 

a cordate cannot merely be the ordered sequence <Fido, {~: ~ 

is a cordate}>. That sequence is identical with the sequence 

<Fido, {~: ~ is a renate}>, whereas the state of affairs that 

Fido is a cordate could have obtained while the state of 

affairs that Fido is a renate might not have obtained, and 

vice versa. Properties will have to come in at some place. 12 

(n) The final option that I want to mention is also 

rather popular. It explains states of affairs in terms of 

possible worlds. Such an account simply identifies a state of 

affairs with a set of possible worlds. possible worlds 

themselves can of course be taken as primitive. They can also 

be defined in terms of "maximal" states of affairs; roughly 

speaking, in terms of the most embracing states of affairs 

that can obtain (see, e.g., Pollock 1984, and Plantinga 1987). 

The latter definition is not very promising in our context 

because it makes the account of states of affairs circular. 

11 See the discussions about the so-called singular .ru;: 
Russelian propositions in Kaplan (1976), Schiffer (1978, and 
1987), Evans (1982), Salmon (1986). 

12 If possible concrete objects are counted as concrete 
objects, then sets of concrete objects might do after all. On 
the other hand, sets of possible objects can plausibly be 
taken to be properties; see Lewis (1986). 
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Alternatively, possible worlds can be defined in Lewis'(1986) 

fashion as maximal mereological sums of spatiotemporally 

related objects. Such an account is clearly reductivist in 

that it proposes to tell us what states of affairs are without 

making any essential use of semantic or intentional notions. 

Just explaining what states of affairs are is not enough. 

There must also be some account of what it is for them to 

obtain. If states of affairs are given the compositional 

analysis (~) from above, a state of affairs' obtaining can be 

spelled out in terms of the properties that are part of the 

state of affairs being instantiated in objects (if any) that 

are also parts of the state of affairs, or alternatively, in 

terms of coinstantiation of the properties that are the sole 

parts of the state of affairs. If, on the other hand, states 

of affairs are given the possible worlds analysis (Q), then a 

state of affairs is said to obtain just in case the actual 

world is a member of the set of possible worlds that is 

identified with the state of affairs in question. Finally, if 

a state of affairs is defined as a possible content, as in 

(~), then obtaining has to be taken as primitive. At least, 

I cannot think of, and do not know of, any plausible defini

tion of obtaining on such an account of states of affairs. 

This short overview of the main tasks an RS-theorist has 

to face should be enough to give a taste of what kind of 

theory a SUbstantive theory of truth for sentences is and what 

kind of questions it would have to answer. There are, 
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however, some more problems for (RS) , problems that should be 

mentioned even though they are not directly related to the 

explanation of representation and states of affairs. 

9. Refinements of the Representation Theory 

I have advertised (RS) as a good illustration of sUbstan-

tivism. But it is arguable that the definition is overly 

simplistic and needs some refinements. Consider the following 

two cases: 

Case 1. Imagine someone uttering 'Snow is white'. If 

asked, I would judge that the sentence is true because it 

represents a state of affairs that obtains. But a speaker of 

Korean who does not know English and who has not had any 

significant contact with this language may say of the same 

sentence that it is not true. He may say that it does not 

have any content, maybe even that it is not a sentence at all. 

According to (RS), the Korean and I contradict each other, so 

only one of us can be right. No sentence can be both true and 

not true. And it seems that I am right. After all, 'Snow is 

white' does have a content and is true. Yet it seems that 

this judgement does not do justice to the Korean. There 

should be some sense in which the Korean is right too, and 

hence some sense in which the sentence is both true and not 

true. 

Obviously what we want to say here is that I am right 

because the sentence 'Snow is white' has g content in English 
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in virtue of which it is true in English, while the Korean is 

right too because the sentence has no content in Korean and is 

therefore not true in Korean: no contradiction. But (RS) 

does not allow us to say anything like that. It forces us to 

go against (healthy) intuitions and to judge harshly that only 

either I or the Korean, but not both, can be right. 

Case 2. Imagine someone utters the sentence 'Empedokles 

leaped,.13 Empedokles, of course, is a little kitten that 

jumped out of the window but never loved. NOw, an English 

speaker who does not know German may judge that the sentence 

uttered is true, while a German speaker who does not know 

English may judge that the sentence uttered is false. And 

both may maintain that the sentence is not ambiguous. Accor

ding to (RS), both the Englishman and the German must be 

wrong, for the only way in which one sentence can be both true 

and false is by being ambiguous. But it seems that there 

should be a sense in which both of them are right. It seems 

that in some sense the sentence is unambiguous while both true 

and false. 

Again, what we want to say here is quite clear. We want 

to say that both speakers are right because the sentence in 

question has one content in English in virtue of which it is 

true in English and has another content in German in virtue of 

which it is false in German. But (RS) leaves no room for such 

13 This example is due to Davidson (1968). 
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a conciliatory analysis and forces us to make a harsh 

judgement. 

The two cases show that (RS) does not always sit well 

with the way we are inclined to talk about truth and false-

hood. The cases do not quite show that the definition is 

incorrect. For there is a sense in which the harsh judgements 

are right, even though they seem unnatural. The problem is 

rather that there is also a sense in which the much more 

natural lenient judgements are right but the definition cannot 

capture this sense. A good explanation of truth should 

resolve these conflicting intuitions and show us their source. 

The standard treatment of cases like the two described 

above is to suggest that the expression '~ is a true sen

te~ce', even though it looks like a one-place predicate, has 

the "deep structure", or "logical form", of a two-place 

predicate, namely '~ is a true sentence of language y..'. Truth 

for sentences, so the suggestion, is a relative notion and its 

relata are sentences and languages. Here relativization has 

to explain, and to get rid of, the appearance of contradiction 

in much the same way in which we explain, and get rid of, the 

appearance of contradiction between different '~ is left'

judgers by proposing that being-left is really a relative 

notion. 

If the sUbstantivist wants to accommodate the intuitive 

judgements about Cases 1 and 2, and she probably does, she can 

frame a SUbstantive definition for the relativized notion of 
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truth for g sentence in g language. Notice that 'true' will 

have to be regarded as a real twp-place predicate with the 

second variable ranging over languages. It will not do to go 

for a composite like 'X is a sentence of language y and X is 

true' • A sentence may fulfill that condition by being a 

contentless sentence of one language and true in another 

language, which would give rise to Case 1; it may also fulfill 

the condition by having a false content in one language and a 

true content in another language, which would give rise to 

Case 2. So the definiens has to be '~ is a true sentence of 

language y'. The refined definition goes like this: 

(RSL) ~ is a true/false sentence of language y =def (i) X 

is a sentence of language ~, and (ii) there is a 

state of affairs Z such that ~ represents Z in y, 

and Z obtains/does not obtain. 

The somewhat awkward locution 'X represents Z in y' will have 

to be spelled out in terms of ~'s representing Z according to 

the semantic rules (etc.) of the language ~. 

Given (RSL) the lenient judgements about the two cases 

can be easily accomodated by instanciating '~' for different 

languages. And the source of the harsh judgements can now be 

explained too. They are based on the original definition (RS) 

which, given the refined definition, is now seen to define the 

notion of truth (falsehood) in some language or other. That 

is, (RS) defines the one-place predicate that results from 

--_ ... _--------
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existential generalization over the second variable of the 

two-place predicate defined in (RSL). What the Korean meant 

in Case 1, or what he had better have meant, was that 'Snow is 

white' is true in Korean. If he did not mean that but used 

the unrelativized notion of truth defined in (RS) , then he was 

indeed wrong and I was right. Case 2 is handled accordingly. 

But in this case the relevant idea is that the relativized 

notion of content in the definiens of (RSL) allows us to 

regard 'Empedokles leaped' as unambiguous. The sentence is 

unambiguous in English/German because it has only one content 

in English/German, so that its truth/falsehood in English/Ger

man does not entail that it is ambiguous. 

The point about ambiguity that I just made is important. 

So let me rephrase it a bit. What is strange about (RS) is 

that it treats inter-language variations of content in the 

same way in which it treats intra-language variations of 

content; as if there were ambiguity between languages as well 

as within a language. But this does not fit with our intu

itions about ambiguity. ordinarily, only intra-language 

variation of content is properly called "ambiguity". Am

biguity (proper) is handled nicely by (RS). Where (RS) goes 

astray (against our intuitions) is when it treats variations 

in content between languages in the same way as it treats 

ambiguity. 

There is another problem with (RS) that is also a problem 

for (RSL) and hence calls for further refinement. (RS) not 
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only treats all variations of content in the same way, it also 

treats sentences whose truth or falsehood depends on con

textual features as if they were ambiguous. Cases similar to 

Cases land 2 above can be construed with sentences containing 

indexical expressions or other elements that are in some way 

context sensitive. And such cases will not be accounted for 

by (RSL). An indexical sentence of one and the same language 

may be both true and not true in that very language because it 

is uttered on different occasions, etc. Context sensitivity 

arises within one language and cannot be accounted for by 

relativizing to languages. 

So considerations analogous to the ones above will lead 

us to define a revised three-place predicate '~ is a true 

sentence of language y in context g'. I cannot go into the 

complex question what exact form such a definition will take. 

Relativization to "context" will have to do for now. The 

variable 'g' will range over some kind of "catch-all" relatum, 

maybe a sequence, containing all "necessary" contextual 

features, like the time of utterance, the location of ut

terance, the utterer, the person referred to, and maybe more. 

There is a special question that I want to mention here 

because it raises a deep problem about the nature of represen

tation and/or the nature of states of affairs. When we define 

'X is a true sentence of language y in context g', where in 

the definiens shall we take care of the relativization to con

texts? There are two alternatives available: 
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X is a true/false sentence of language y in context 

£. =def (i) X is a sentence of language y, and (ii) 

there is a state of affairs ~ such that X 

represents ~ in y in £., and ~ obtains/does not 

obtain. 

X is a true/false sentence of language y in context 

£. =def (i) X is a sentence of language y, and (ii) 

there is a state of affairs ~ such that X 

represents ~ in y, and ~ obtains in £.Idoes not 

obtain in £.. 

If we take the first route, then we make it the duty of 

the theory of the representation relation to take care of 

context sensitivity. states of affairs will then simply 

obtain or fail to obtain. If a state of affairs obtains/fails 

to obtain, it does so once and for all. On this account 

states of affairs are eternal, or timeless, objects. They do 

not contain any changeable elements that could make their ob

taining dependend on the changing scenery of the world. If, 

on the other hand, we take the second alternative, then we 

make it the duty of the theory of states of affairs to take 

care of context sensitivity. In this case, the representation 

relation will be stable and insensitive to contextual fea

tures, while states of affairs will obtain at some times, 

places (etc.) and will fail to obtain at other times, places 
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(etc.). They will contain elements that make their obtaining 

depend end on the changing scenery of the world. 

I do not wish to take a stance on this complex question 

here. I mention it to complete the refined picture of the 

sUbstantive theory of truth and also to emphazise that such a 

theory will raise intricate problems about the nature of 

representation and states of affairs; problems which anything 

worthy of the name "theory" should try to solve. Before I 

turn to the competing deflationist approach to truth, I want 

to make a remark about the generalizability of an RS-theory 

and its central definition (RS). 

10. A General Substantive Theory of Truth 

"What is sentence truth'?" is a rather limited question. It 

would be preferable to have an answer to Pilate's more general 

question: "What is truth'?" To give such an answer would 

require to develop not only a theory of truth for sentences 

but also a theory of truth for all the other kinds of objects 

that are normally said to be true: 

statements, utterances, (etc.). 

beliefs, thoughts, 

Furthermore, Pilate's question makes the silent assump-

tion that truth is in some sense Qng thing; that the term 

'true' is associated with one concept or property, or at least 

with a number of closely related concepts, and not with an 

array of entirely distinct ones. If there is anything to this 

assumption, and I think that this is quite obviously the case, 
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then we should expect the different theories of truth for the 

different bearers of truth to exhibit this uniformity. If we 

consider the definition (RS), we can see fairly easily how a 

sUbstantive theor.y may do just that. For, on a certain level 

of generalization, (RS) can be said to exhibit a form that 

will be common to sUbstantive accounts of truth for all the 

different bearers of truth. The uniformity would show in the 

following principle: 

(ST) A sentence/belief/thought/statement/utterance ... is true 

if and only if it represents some state of affairs that 

obtains; and a sentence/belief/thought/statement/utter

ance •.. is false if and only if it represents a state of 

affairs that does not obtain. 

I think that, on a certain level of generalization, (ST) 

provides a unified sUbstantive account of truth. The qualifi

cation about the level of generalization is necessary, for it 

is not strictly correct to say that the various truth theories 

for the different truth bearers will follow exactly the 

pattern displayed in (ST). For example, when we step closer 

and look into specifics it turns out that complexities arise 

for an account of truth for sentences that give rise to (one 

of) the refined definition(s) (RSLC). such complexities may 

carryover to the accounts of truth for other bearers. The 

relativization to contexts, for example, will probably be 

necessary for beliefs, thoughts, assertions, statements, and 
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utterances as well as for sentences. On the other hand, the 

complexities may be special to some types of truth bearer, 

e.g., the relativization to languages seems to be necessary 

for truth for sentence and utterance truth, maybe also for 

statement truth, but does not seem necessary for beliefs and 

thoughts. I think that, even in such cases, it will be 

possible to formulate a general framework in which all 

sUbstantive accounts of truth have their place. One could, 

for example, relativize truth for all bearers to contexts and 

languages but assign an empty element to the language variable 

in the case of truth for beliefs and thoughts. It has to be 

admitted, however, that the resulting sUbstantive theory of 

truth will not be as smooth as (ST) makes it out to be. 

There is yet another problem with (ST). It is not, 

strictly speaking, correct to pretend, as (ST) does, that 

there is just one representation relation that will do duty 

for all bearers of truth. In order not to prejudge vital 

questions, we should at the outset allow for the possibility 

that there is a different representation relation for every 

kind of truth bearers. It is certainly one of the tasks of a 

theory of truth to find out which of the representation 

relations can be identified. (Maybe the one for beliefs with 

the one for thoughts.) And it is certainly another task for 

such a theory to give an account of the connections between 

the remaining relations and to find out whether one of them 
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can be considered to be the most basic so that the others can 

be seen to flow from it. 

The assumption that there is a fairly close connection 

between the different representation relations that go into 

CST), that they are all of a kin, is widely shared among those 

who think that there is somethillg like representation at all. 

Granted this assumption, it will still be appropriate to 

regard CST) as conveying an understanding of truth as a 

uniform concept, that is, as conveying an understanding of 

truth simpliciter, even if CST) does not, strictly speaking, 

hold up as we step closer. I would take this to be a definite 

virtue of CST); as a standard to which other theories have to 

live up to. It allows us to say, albeit somewhat losely, that 

sUbstantivism promises a theory of truth, period. 
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II. A MOTIVATION FOR DEFLATIONISM 

11. Physicalism 

The explanatory resources that are typically invoked by 

sUbstantive theories of" truth are often regarded with sus

picion. Take again the RS-theory as the paradigmatic repre

sentative of its kind. Its explanatory resources are states 

of affairs and the representation relation. There is con

siderable doubt among philosophers whether we are entitled to 

these notions by the standards of "good scientific methodo

logy". For many, these standards are set by physicalism, 

roughly the thesis that physics can in principle explain 

everything. Given this standard, we are entitled only to what 

can be explained in terms of physics, the rest belongs to 

pseudoscience. 

Physicalism has the potential to provide a strong 

motivation for deflationist theories of truth in that it has 

the potential to provide a strong motivation against sUbstan

tive theories of truth. The motivation comes in two. steps: 

if the representation relation and/or states of affairs cannot 

be explained in physical terms, then they have to go; if there 

is truth but there is no representation and/or there are no 

states of affairs, then truth has to be accounted for in a way 

that is radically different than the way proposed by sUbstan

tivism. Deflationist theories of truth promise to offer such 

accounts. 
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Physicalism is not the only motivation for deflationism. 

One can be opposed to representation or states of affairs on 

less principled grounds. There is, of course, the old philo

sophical "I do not understand! "-objection which certainly does 

not need to be based on anything as systematic and determined 

as physicalism. And there are a number of further more or 

less explicit reasons for not liking sUbstantivism the most 

prominent of which is probably the claim that states of 

affairs explain nothing because they "explain" too much; they 

are like Moliere's vis dormitiva. Moreover, a deflationist 

account of truth does not have to be motivated by an aversion 

to sUbstantivism. It can also be developed for its own sake, 

to find out how far one can get with as little as possible 

(although this could be construed as an aversion to sUbstan

tivism on Ockhamist grounds). So there are various possible 

motivations for deflationism. But I shall look into physica-

lism because it is so popular and it is a motivation that can 

be made explicit easily and is at least reasonably clear. 1 

1 Only "reasonably clear" not "clear". Physicalism has a 
major problem in making precise the conditions under which 
something is to count as a physical (istic) explanation or 
term. The problem is well known but rarely addressed. 
Nevertheless, when it comes to judgements about individual 
cases, there is usually widespread agreement that the case in 
question is/is not an instance of a physical(istic) explana
tion or term. So I take it that by the lights of our intu
ition physicalism is "reasonably clear". I shall leave the 
formulation of physicalism at this intuitive level. Fo my 
purpose it is sufficient to point out that intentional and 
semantic explanations or terms do not count as physical by 
anyone's lights. 
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In my presentation of the RS-theory, I distinguished 

between the ideological and the ontological part of the 

theory, in Quine's sense of the terms. Physicalists may have 

troubles with both parts. Let's take them one at a time. 

A physicalist is likely to say that what is wrong with 

the RS-ontology is that it is committed, again in Quine's 

sense of the term, to the existence of states of affairs. 

According to Quine's criterion of ontological commitment, a 

theory is committed to the existence of those entities that 

need to be in its domain of discourse in order for the theory 

to be true. 2 Very simply put: if a theory cannot be true 

unless there are Fs, i.e., if the theory entails that there 

are Fs, then the theory is committed to the existence of Fs. 

As it stands, it is not quite clear how the criterion can 

be applied to theories like (RS) that are formulated in 

ordinary language, or semi-ordinary language. One may doubt 

that the notion of entailment as well as that of a universe of 

2 Quine has given various formulations of his famous crite
rion. Here are a few: "The ontology to which an (inter
preted) theory is committed comprises all and only the objects 
over which the bound variables of the theory have to be 
construed as ranging in order that the statements affirmed in 
the theory be true" (1951, p. 11); "To show that a theory 
assumes a given object, or objects of a given class, we have 
to show that the theory would be false if the object did not 
exist, or if that class were empty; hence, that the theory 
requires that object, members of that class, in order to be 
true" (1969, p. 93); "Another way of saying what objects a 
theory requires is to say that they are the objects that some 
of the predicates of the theory have to be true of, in order 
for the theory to be true" (1969, p. 95). See also the 
passage quoted in section 4, fn. 4. I shall not go into a 
discussion of the differences between these formulations. 
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discourse is sharply defined for such theories. But Quine 

requires that all theories should be translated into the 

"canonical" language of first-order predicate logic under its 

standard interpretation. (This requirement may well be the 

SUbstantive part of his criterion.) Once a theory is thus 

translated, the universe of discourse and the notion of 

entailment will be clearly defined. 3 So we may say that a 

theory, any theory, is ontologically committed to Fs if and 

only if its translation into standard first order predicate 

logic entails '(E~) (F~) '. 

One would expect that by this criterion the RS-theory 

will turn out to be committed to the existence of states of 

affairs. There is, however, a small problem. Quine's 

criterion does not obviously yield that result. To see that, 

pretend that the theory would be exhausted by its central 

definition (RS). It is quite obvious that in this case the 

theory would not be committed to anything at all. In par-

ticular, it would not be commi tted to states of affairs 

because it does not entail that there are any. The existence 

3 Quine (1960, p. 242) expresses this somewhat nicer: "In 
our canonical notation of quantification, then, we find the 
restauration of law and order.. Insofar as we adhere to this 
notation, the objects we are to be understood to admit are 
precisely the objects which we reckon to the universe of 
values over which the bound variables of quantification are to 
be considered to range. [ ..• ] To paraphrase a sentence into 
the canonical notation of quantification is, first and 
foremost, to make its ontic content explicit, quantification 
being a device for talking in general of obj ects • [ .•. ] 
Futile caviling over ontic implications gives way to an 
invitation to reformulate one's point in canonical notation." 
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of states of affairs would be entailed only by (RS) plus the 

claim that there ~ true sentences (or the claim that there 

are states of affairs, but we can disregard this one on 

grounds of triviality). Of course, eRS) does not really 

exhaust the RS-theory. In order to find out about the commit

ments of the whole theory we need to apply the test to the 

conjunction of all of its claims. But it is questionable 

whether this would change anything. For it is not clear why 

the theory should contain the claim that there actually are 

objects that fall under its explanandum. 4 Quine's criterion, 

strictly interpreted, is useless with respect to theories that 

do not explicitly affirm the existence of their explanada and 

also do not make any existence claims along the explanatory 

road. All such theories come out as being committed to 

nothing. I do not think that that was what Quine had in mind. 

So let us take his criterion to apply to theories plus the 

explicit affirmation of the existence of their explananda. 

Furthermore, some care has to be taken in applying the 

criterion. A certain formulation of a theory might be 

committed to certain objects while the theory might not be. 

4 We could formulate a theory saying that witches are 
females who are in league with the devil without being 
committed to the existence of the devil because we never 
commit ourselves to the existence of witches. But the po~nt 
is not restricted to witch theories. In a more serious ve1n, 
one can consider the question whether a theory that explains 
the constitution of matter in terms of SUbatomic particles 
commits itself to the existence of these particles. Does the 
theory affirm their existence? More to the point, does it 
affirm the existence of matter? 
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This can happen if the formulation in question is not the 

official, or final, or serious, formulation of the theory. 

The mere fact that a given version of a theory has been 

translated into first-order predicate logic does not by itself 

ensure that it is to be taken as the official version. For 

the criterion to be useful, it has to be applied to the 

serious, final, rock-bottom version of a given theory. 

Assume, then, that the definition (RS) is meant seriously 

and that, in addition to the definition, the existence of true 

sentences is affirmed. We get the result that the RS-theory, 

of which (RS) is the central part, entails all of the follow

ing: '(EX) (~ is a sentence)', '(EX) (Ey) (X represents y)', 

'(EX) (X is a state of affairs)', and '(EX) (X obtains) '. That 

means that the theory is ontologically committed to sentences, 

things that represent as well as things that are represented, 

states of affairs, and things that obtain. 

Some physicalists would claim that RS' s commitment to 

states of affairs is a bad thing. states of affairs are, 

after all, abstract objects in the sense that they are not 

located in either space or time. since physical explanation 

is causal explanation by way of causal laws, and since 

causality works only in space-time, there can be no explana

tion in physical terms of what it is to be a state of affairs, 

nor can there be any explanation of how we could know anything 

about such objects because there cannot be any explanation of 

how we could stand in any relation to them. States of affairs 

--------------- ------------
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need to be rejected right away simply on the grounds that they 

belong to a kind of objects that are physicalistically 

unacceptable. 

This is the line of hard-core physicalism against states 

of affairs. There is, however, a softer version that does not 

discard states of affairs merely on the grounds that they are 

abstract. Physicalists of this ilk do not object to abstract 

objects in general. Some physicalists, for example, have no 

problems with sets, even though they regard them as abstract 

in the required sense of being outside of space and time. 

They are inclined to give a somewhat wider interpretation to 

the claim that everything can be explained in physical terms, 

counting the terms of set theory as sufficiently physical, 

even though the laws of set theory can hardly be regarded as 

instances of causal laws. s 

A physicalist who takes spatio-temporal things plus sets 

to constitute his ontology has no good reason for banning 

states of affairs just because they are abstract. But he will 

S The common rationale for this leniency is dubious. It is 
often said that sets do so much work in physics, work that 
needs to be done but could not be done without them, that it 
is reasonable to assume that there are sets. Because of this, 
it is claimed, we should regard the terms of set theory as 
physical terms in a legitimately expanded sense. A revised 
version of the standards of good scientific methodology has to 
come with this claim: we are entitled not only to what can be 
explained in physical terms (in the old causal sense of 'phy
sical ') but also to what is very powerful in helping to 
explain physical phenomena. The new standard is dubious 
because it would seem to make room for a number of things that 
physicalists would not like to admit; God, for example, or 
intentionality. 

---------.------
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still have a reason for being suspicious about them, and under 

certain conditions this reason will lead him to reject states 

of affairs after all. The reason is usually found at the 

ideological side of the Rs-theory. 

Again according to Quine, the ideology of a theory is 

given by what ideas can be expressed in it, i.e., by what can 

be said about the things that belong to the theory's onto

logy.6 Note that the representation relation belongs to the 

Rs-ideology but that it does not belong to the RS-ontology. 

RS is ontologically committed to representation§, i.e., to 

things that can represent (sentences, etc.), and it is also 

committed to things that can be represented (states of 

affairs), but it does not entail that there is the relation of 

representation. The theory entails '(E~) (Ey) (~ represents y) , 

but it does not entail '(E~) (~ is the representation 

relation) '. The theory does not need to quantify over this 

relation in order for it to be true, or more precisely, it 

does not need to quantify over this relation in order for it 

to be true in conjunction with the claim that there are true 

sentences. (I am simplifying. The RS-theory has not been 

6 See section 4, fn. 4. Of course, Quine does not take 
seriously the apparent ontological commitment to ideas in his 
characterization of ideology. He says (1951, p. 15): 
"Perhaps for what is important in ideological investigations, 
the notion of ideas as some sort of mental entities can be 
circumvented. Much that belongs to ideology can be handled 
merely in terms of the translatability of notations from one 
language to another." He also says that the "ideology of a 
theory is a question of what the symbols mean" (1951, p. 14). 
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spelled out. commitment to the existence of the represen

tation relation might come at later stages of the theory. But 

let us assume that the theory will not be committed to 

essentially more than its central definition.) So sUbstan

tivist talk that appears to be about this relation, like talk 

that contains the phrase 'the representation relation', can be 

interpreted in a loose (unofficial) sense as being an 

abbreviation of talk about things that represent or are 

represented or as being about the two-place predicate 'repre

sents' • 

There is, then, from the point of view of this softer 

kind of physicalism, no ontological problem with the notion of 

representation. But there is an ideological problem with it. 

The thesis that everything can be explained in physical terms 

demands a physical explanation of what it is for something to 

represent (to be .9. representation as opposed to be the 

relation of representation), and it demands a physical 

explanation of what it is for something to be represented. By 

assumption, the notion of representation, together with all 

other semantic or intentional notions, does not count as prima 

facie physical. To explain truth in terms of representation 

is not acceptable to the physicalist if representation cannot 

itself be explained in physical terms. So the physicalist 

will require a reduction of the notion of representation to 

physicalistic notions . 

. __ .... _--------
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The fact that representation and all other semantic and 

intentional notions are not ideologically kosher is generally 

seen as providing a reason to be suspicious about states of 

affairs even for those physicalists that have no qualms about 

abstract obj ects in general. The reason is not that states of 

affairs are abstract, it is rather that they can only be 

explained in terms that invoke non-physicalist ideology. 

Remember the options for various accounts of the nature of 

states of affairs that were sketched in section 8. Even if 

states of affairs are taken as primitive, as in option (A), 

there are still the constitutive princples two of which bring 

in the notion of representation. If states of affairs are 

defined as possible contents, as in option (~), then the 

problematic notion is built right into their definition. And 

if states of affairs are explained in terms of constituting 

properties, like in (~), chances are that properties cannot 

really be understood without a semantic or intentional notion. 

Furthermore, it is standardly required from an account of 

what states of affairs are that it provides a criterion of 

identity for states of affairs, i.e., a principle that 

specifies the condition under which a state of affairs ~ is 

different from a state of affairs K.!.. Since states of affairs 

are not extensional entities, it is often claimed that any 

workable such criterion will invoke semantic or intentional 

notions that a physicalist cannot leave unexplained. That is, 

the criterion will state something to the effect that ~ is the 
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same state of affairs as ~ just in case it is necessary that 

a sentence (or a. thought) represents X if and only if it 

represents x.!.. Again, a criterion of this sort is not 

acceptable to the physicalist as long as there is no explana

tion of representation. 

So a physicalist who is not in principle opposed to 

abstract objects will still be suspicious about the RS

ontology. His reasons for being suspicious will ultimately 

coincide with his reasons for being suspicious about the RS

ideology: they both bring in semantic (or intentional) 

notions that cannot be left without further physicalistic 

illumination. This,! think, is the standard physicalist 

story about states of affairs. 

There are, however, non-standard stories. consider 

Lewis' reduction of states of affairs to sets of possible 

worlds and his subsequent reduction of possible worlds to 

maximal mereological sums of spatio-temporally related objects 

(see option (Q) of section 8). This account does not bring in 

any semantic or intentional notions. A physicalist who 

accepts it should have no problems with the ontology of the 

RS-theory. Yet, there are only very few physicalists who 

accept Lewis' theory even though it does not explain states of 

affairs in semantic or intentional terms. The reason for this 

opposition is, I think, that even though Lewis' account makes 

possible worlds corne out as spatio-temporal entities (in a 

certain sense), it entails that all possible worlds with the 

.------.------

76 



exception of the actual world are completely disconnected from 

the space-time that permeates the actual world (see Lewis 

1986, Ch. 1.6). It seems that physicalists typically object 

to this because they hold that truly physical explanations 

invoke causal laws about our world that would fail to apply to 

worlds that are spatio-temporally, and hence causally, discon

nected from our world. They think that Lewis I possible worlds 

would have to lie outside the range of physical explanation. 

still, there may be physicalists (Lewis himself?) who do 

accept Lewis I account of states of affairs. For such 

physicalists states of affairs would not present any problems. 

However, even if one buys into such a non-standard line, the 

game does not really change very much. For the main player is 

the notion of representation. If it cannot be explained 

physicalistically, as I shall assume in a moment, then it does 

not really matter much what one thinks about states of 

affairs, at least not in the context of a theory of truth. 

If, on the other hand, it turns out that representation can be 

explained, one can then still go on to worry about states of 

affairs, or simplY buy into the account that explains them as 

things that are possibly represented. 

12. Eliminativism 

Let us assume, then, that physicalists are in general very 

suspicious of representation as well as of states of affairs 

for any of the reasons given above. The notion o'f representa-
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tion needs to be explained in order to be physicalistically 

acceptable. states of affairs are (standardly) either 

rejected right away on the grounds that they are abstract (or 

on the grounds that they are sets of spatio-temporally 

disconnected things) or they are explained in semantic or 

intentional terms that are again in need of reductions. 

And now let us furthermore assume that no such reductions 

of semantic or intentional terms are to be had. What then? 

Physicalism was introduced as the thesis that everything there 

is can be explained in terms of physics. The assumption that 

represenation cannot be so explained yields two alternatives: 

(I) If representation cannot be explained in terms of 

physics, then either (i) there are representations (as 

well as things that are represented) and physicalism is 

false ~ (ii) there are no representations and physica

lism (with respect to them) is trivially true: what does 

not exist is not in need of explanation. 

It is not hard to guess which alternative the physicalist will 

prefer. He will hold on to his physicalism and claim that 

representation shares the fate of witches and phlogiston: 

neither of them applies to anything at all. That is, he will 

become an eliminativist with respect to representations (as 

well as things that are represented). 

What we have here is a case in which eliminativism serves 

as a fall-back position that saves the physicalist from the 

threat of dualism in cases in which there are strong reasons 
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for thinking that the reductionist program will not work. In 

the case of representation this reason for embracing elimina-

tivism might by now be rather strong. It has proved to be 

somewhat difficult to provide a physicalistic explanation of 

the representation relation. So far nothing more than rough 

sketches of how such an explanation might be achieved have 

been proposed. And all these proposals face problems (quickly 

pointed out by the colleagues of their proponents) that seem 

to go beyond what could be attributed to their sketchy nature 

and could consequentially be dismissed as a matter of techni-

cal detail. To the extent to which the history of the 

reductionist proposals suggests that their failure is sys-

tematic, it becomes more and more plausible for a physicalist 

to think that there is something fundamentally wrong with 

semantic or intentional reductionism and, therefore, that one 

should turn to eliminativism instead. 7 

7 See Schiffer (1987) and Cummins (1988) for two major 
publications that attack about all positive proposals that 
were available at the time of publication. See also Stalnaker 
(1987), Fodor (1987), Millikan (1984), and Dretske (1981, 
1988) who attack the positive accounts of their colleagues and 
offer some themselves. 

I just assume here that reductionism does not work. I 
shall not attempt at all to argue that it does not. That the 
assumption is not merely academic can be seen from the fact 
that there actually are physicalists who propose eliminati
vism; see Paul Churchland (1981, 1984), and Patricia Church
land (1986) who are eliminativists with respect to intentiona
lity and also, I think, with respect to semantics. stich 
(1983) argues that we should be eliminativists when we do 
science. Field (1986) is not an eliminativist but he obvi
ously feels a strong pull from that direction. 
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Given our assumption that no explanations are available, 

and of course the assumption that physicalism is true, the 

notion of representation has no place in the correct physical 

description of the world. So representations (as well as 

things that are represented) have to go. And with them go 

states of affairs, if the physicalist has not already rejected 

them before he turned to consider whether representation is 

acceptable by his standards. 

Now, if representations (and things represented) have to 

go, what happens to truth and falsehood? Obviously it cannot, 

then, be the case that the sUbstantive theory of truth is 

correct and that there are truths or falsehoods, i.e., true or 

false sentences, beliefs, statements (etc.). For, if there 

were, there would be representations (as well as things 

represented). There are three alternatives: 

(II) If there are no representations, then either (i) the RS

theory explains truth and falsehood correctly but there 

are no truths or falsehoods, or (ii) the RS-theory is 

incorrect, but since there is no other correct account, 

"-there are no truths or falsehoods, or (iii) there are 

truths or falsehoods, but truth and falsehood have to be 

explained in a way different from the one proposed by the 

RS-theory, namely without invoking representations. 

Actually, I would like this to be read more generally than it 

is stated here. I think that the RS-theory is representative 

of its kind. If its explanatory notions cannot be reduced, 
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then the explanatory notions of any other substantive theory 

of truth, like for example the correspondence theory, cannot 

be reduced either. So I would like (II) to be understood as 

applying to sUbstantivism in general and not merely to the RS

theory. 

Let us consider the first alternative first. Obviously 

the idea is that, according to the (generalized) RS-theory, 

it is necessary for a sentence (or anything else) to represent 

a state of affairs in order for it to be true. If nothing 

represents anything, then no sentence (etc.) is true, under 

the assumption that (RS) is the correct explanation of truth. 

This alternative is somewhat puzzling. The sentence 

(1) There are no true sentences 

subsumes itself, hence it is not true. However, we cannot 

infer that it is false. For, given (RS), in order for it to 

be false it would need to represent a state of affairs, but 

the assumption in (II) is that nothing represents anything. 

Hence it is not false either. Furthermore, from (1) 's being 

not true we cannot easily derive the negation of (1), namely 

that there are true sentences. Such a derivation would 

require (the contraposition of) the principle 'p -to Tp', a 

principle which a proponent of (1) will hardly be inclined to 

accept. 8 There is no easy logical reductio of (1). 

8 Aquinas' (Summa Theologica, Q.II, A.1,3) "refutation" of 
a position very similar to the one expressed in (1) presup
poses this principle: "[ ••• ] the existence of truth is self-
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However, we are somewhat at a loss to understand what the 

first alternative amounts to. What would it be to embrace or 

to accept this alternative? What would it be to embrace the 

claim that all claims, including this one, are neither true 

nor false? I must admit that I do not know the answer to this 

question. But I would like to contend that neither does 

anyone else. Anyway, the question is not very important in 

the present context, for the first alternative of (II) is 

purely academic. I know of no one who holds such a view. 9 

The second alternative is not in need of further discus-

sion. It is equally puzzling as the first and equally aca-

demic. It is not too contentious to claim that, in the 

absence of the relevant explanations, it is more reasonable 

for a physicalist to give up the claim that everything can be 

explained in physical terms, i.e., to give up physicalism, 

than to adopt either the first or the second alternative. 1o 

evident. For whoever denies the existence of truth grants 
that truth does not exist: and, if truth does not exist, then 
the proposition Truth does not exist is true: and if there is 
anything that is true, there must be truth." 

9 The enivsaged alternative has an ethical analogue in 
Mackie's "error theory" (1977). As I read him, Mackie thinks 
that we have the concepts of being objectively good and bad, 
only they never apply to anything, so that we are always wrong 
when we think that something is objectively good or bad. 
While this position is perfectly intelligible in ethics, it is 
hard to see what sense makes in the theory of truth. 
Nevertheless, it probably deserves more attention than I can 
give it here. See fn. 12 of Section 16 for a further remark. 

10 Giving up physicalism on such grounds does not obviously 
commit one to a SUbstantive theory of truth. One could, 
instead, adopt "restricted" physicalism, namely the thesis 
that everything that is explainable at all can be explained in 
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We might as well forget about the first two alternatives 

of (II). It is the third that is the interesting one and that 

leads quite straightforwardly to a motivation for defla-

tionism. If a physicalist cannot accept the (RS) -theory 

because the revelant explanations are not forthcoming but 

wants to avoid bizarre conclusions, then he has to look for an 

alternative account of truth. 

terms of physics, and then go on to claim that truth is not 
explainable. Of course, the last claim needs some justifica
tion, especially in the face of the candidates offered by 
sUbstantivism. (Maybe the liar would provide such a jus
tification; see section 31.) 
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III. DISQUOTATIONALISM 

13. Towards Disguotationalism 

We are presently looking for a "really safe" account of truth, 

one that cannot give rise to any troubles for the physicalist 

even if there is no physicialistic explanation of the notion 

of representation. For an account of truth to be really safe 

it cannot rely on any semantic or intentional notions what

soever, and it also cannot rely on any notions that are under 

suspicion of involving semantic or intentional notions. To 

develop such an account (maybe in his spare time) is a 

reasonable strategy even for a physicalist who spends most of 

his time on the project of finding explanations for semantic 

and intentional notions. For the strategy promises a back-up 

eliminativist position that would be available in case the 

reductivist project fails. (The strategy of playing it safe 

is, of course, also of interest to anyone who does not buy 

into physicalism at all but does not like semantic and 

intentional explanations either.) 

So the safe account we are looking for would be a really 

bleak or austere account of truth. It would be an account 

that avoids sUbstantivist ideology and ontology as well as any 

other ideology or ontology that is "under suspicion". All of 

the following, and many more, would then be banned from 

application in the austere strategy: representation, meaning, 
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reference, denotation, synonymy, translation, content, 

intention, and also states of affairs, facts, and properties. 

To get some inspiration for where to start with such an 

austere theory of truth, we may turn to an elementary observa-

tion about truth that was made by Tarski (1944, p.54): 

Consider the sentence "snow is white." We ask the 
question under what conditions this sentence is 
true or false. It seems clear that [ .•• ] we shall 
say that the sentence is true if snow is white, and 
that it is false if snow is not white. 

Tarski goes on to say that if our definition of truth is to be 

adequate it must imply the following biconditional: 

(2) '5now is white' is a true sentence iff snow is white.' 

Obviously this is just one example. Assuming Tarski's 

observation to be accurate, one could join him in drawing the 

conclusion that a definition of truth should imply for every 

, At another place Tarski formulates this observation in an 
interestingly stronger (less bleak) way. ('5' abbreviates the 
sentence 'snow is white'): "We ask ourselves the question: 
What do we mean by saying tha't 5 is true or that it is false? 
The answer to this question is simple: [ .•• ] by saying that 
5 is true we mean simply that snow is white, and by saying 
that 5 is false we mean that snow is not white" (1969, p. 64). 
The formulation is more juicy than the one in the text because 
it claims that we mggn the ~ by saying that R is true as we 
do by saying that R. However, synonymy is nowhere to be seen 
when he arrives at the biconditional(s): "5now is white' is 
true (false) iff snow is (not) white'. 
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sentence a biconditional that is "like" (2).2 We can envisage 

a very long list of biconditionals: 

(3) 'Snow is white' is a true sentence iff snow is white; 

'Snow is white and cats are green' is a true sentence iff 

snow is white and cats are green; 

'There is nothing' is a true sentence iff there is 

nothing; 

'If all humans are mammals, then some mammals are humans' 

is a true sentence iff, if all humans are mammals, then 

some mammals are humans; 

'2 + 2 = 4' is a true sentence iff 2 + 2 = 4; 

All the sentences on (the completion of) this list are 

alike in a certain respect: they all exhibit the same simple 

pattern. It is easy to see what the pattern is: all the 

items on the list can be constructed by taking a sentence, 

putting it in quotation marks, attaching 'is a true sentence', 

attaching 'iff', and then attaching the original sentence to 

the result of all of this. It is natural to make the pattern 

explicit by using a dummy symbol to mark the places for the 

2 The condition just stated is not Tarski's famous Conven
tion T. It is, at best, T's sloppy little brother t. t does 
not take into account the object-language/metalanguage 
distinction, and it does not take into account the possibility 
that the object-language may not be contained in the meta
language. For the "official" version of Convention T, see 
Tarski (1935, pp. 18?f), for a more relaxed version see his 
(1944 pp. 55, 60f). 
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variable elements, i.e., the sentences. So let us take the 

symbol 'pI as a dummy symbol that stands for (abbreviates) any 

sentence. We arrive at the well known schema that exhibits 

what is common to all the items listed under (3): 

(TS) 'pI is a true sentence iff p. 

Why not go ahead and simply turn this schema into a 

definition of truth? All we would have to do, so the sugges

tion (a suggestion which Tarski himself would have resisted), 

is to take the 'i ff' and replace it by the symbol '=def'. The 

resulting definition 

(DT*) 'pI is a true sentence =def p, 

does not contain any terms that should give rise to physica

listic suspicion. So here we have a candidate for the sought 

after bleak and austere definition of truth. (It is only a 

provisional candidate which will soon be replaced. I discuss 

it here because it is well known and has educational value.) 

Note that (DT*) is not a suggestion for a definition of 

truth simpliciter. After having made some hints towards a 

general substantive theory of truth at the end of chapter I, 

I often allowed myself to be a bit careless and to just talk 

about truth. But with (TS) we have returned to the notion of 

truth for sentences. This is not an objection to (TS) or 

(DT*); they do not even pretend to employ a more general 

notion of truth. It is merely prudent for the deflationist to 
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be modest at the beginning and start out with an attempt to 

explain a restricted notion of truth. Moreover, the choice to 

begin with sentences seems ,1 wise one from the present 

perspective. Most of the other bearers of truth, e.g., 

beliefs, thoughts, statements, and assertions might initially 

be regarded with some suspicion by a physicalist because it 

may be questionable whether they can be explained in physical 

terms. The notion of a sentence seems at least to have a fair 

chance of being physicalistica1ly acceptable. 

Most would agree that an account of sentence truth that 

centers on (DT*) is obviously deflationist and has nothing to 

do with an account in SUbstantive terms like correspondence, 

facts, representation, and states of affairs. The relation

to-reality pattern is nowhere in sight. However, one might 

also come to think that (DT*) is "really" a SUbstantive theory 

in which the SUbstantive elements are, as it were, hidden: 

they are "used" rather than "mentioned". One might come to 

think this along the following lines. Sentences in general 

represent states of affairs that either obtain or do not 

obtain. Now, when we consider (DT*) we can easily see that a 

sentence 2 that is substituted at its right hand side will 

represent an obtaining state of affairs just in case the 

sentence that is SUbstituted on the left hand side of (DT*) , 

which is again 2, is true. So a sentence is true, according 

to (DT*) , just in case it represents an obtaining state of 

affairs. According to this line of reasoning, the relevant 

-----.--- -----
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sUbstantive notions are "implicit" in (DT*). The relation-to

reality pattern, though not displayed, is still satisfied. 

This idea of "implicitness" is confused. As it stands, 

(DT*) does not employ any substantive notions, hence it does 

not attempt to explain sentence truth in sUbstantive terms. 

Of course, someone" might proposes the definition and then add 

as a gloss that, by the way, the sentences that are to be 

substi tuted for 'p' represent states of affairs. Whoever does 

that shows himself to be a sUbstantivist. But this is not 

because sUbstantivism is already implict in the definition. 

It is because the proponent of the definition also embraces an 

additional sUbstantivist thesis about the definition but does 

not come out with it right away. This strategy is either 

based on confusion or it has the purpose of misleading one's 

audience. (DT*) plus the relevant thesis amounts to a 

sUbstantive theory of truth. A deflationist who proposes the 

definition will do so without sUbstantivist afterthoughts (or 

presuppositions). 

There is an innocent motivation for saying, confusedly, 

that the definition implicitly explains the truth of a 

sentence as consisting in the representation of obtaining 

states of affairs. The motivation is that it is not at all 

easy to figure out what (DT*) says explicitly. How can one 

state what it says in ordinary terms? In trying to avoid the 

semi-technical formulation that 'pI is a true sentence if and 

only if p, one might grope for words and find oneself rever-
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ting to the formulation of sUbstantivism. A deflationist 

proponent of the definition has to avoid this trap. He then 

faces the question: What does (DT*) say that sentence truth 

is? 

The answer to this question is not obvious. It seems 

that what the definition tells us is that sentence truth is in 

a sense "nothing", that there is no truth for sentences. Yet 

it would not be appropriate to interpret this in such a way 

that it entails that there are no true sentences. This 

extreme position is certainly not entailed. On the other 

hand, it seems that (DT*) makes truth "go away". It certainly 

does not explain it in any other terms, at least not in any 

terms that were not already present in the explanandum. 

I think that the appropriate answer to the question what 

the nature of truth is according to (DT*) is the following. 

There is a false presupposition in the question. Truth does 

not have a nature. There is no property of being true, and 

there is no concept of truth. The notion of truth is on

tologically and cognitively empty. According to substantive 

theories, truth is a full blown property, or at least a notion 

with cognitive content, expressed by the term 'true', that has 

to be accounted for in terms of other contentful notions. On 

the present deflationist view, truth is a "fake property". 

All there is to truth, on this view, is 'true', a term that 

has no, or no relevant, cognitive content, and that turns out 
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to be merely a linguistic device which, by its grammatical 

form, misleads us into thinking that it stands for a property. 

Frege has expressed what is essentially this view about 

truth in the terminology of his semantic theory. Remarking on 

a biconditional similar to those listed in (3), Frege says 

(1915, p. 272): 

This may lead us to think that the word 'true' has 
no sense at all. But in that case a sentence in 
which 'true' occured as a predicate would have no 
sense either. All one can say is: the word 'true' 
has a sense which contributes nothing to the sense 
of the whole sentence in which it occurs as a 
predicate. 

Quine has expressed the same point (without bringing in 

Frege's semantics), but he has added a further aspect to the 

story. The idea is that truth for sentences is merely a 

linguistic device that does not contribute anything of 

significance to the quoted sentence to which it is attached, 

but it is a device that serves a certain function in our 

language. Its function is to allow us to go from quoted 

sentences to unquoted sentences, i.e., from talk about the 

language to talk about the world. Sometimes, he says, it is 

useful to engage in semantic ascent, to go up one step and 

talk about one's language instead of the world, but: 

This ascent to a linguistic plane of reference is 
only a momentary retreat from the world, for the 
utility of the truth predicate is precisely the 
cancellation of linguistic reference. The truth 
predicate is a reminder that, despite technical 
ascent to talk of sentences, our eye is on the 
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world. This cancellatory force of the truth predi
cate is explicit in Tarski's paradigm: 

'Snow is white' is true if and only if 
snow is white. 

Quotation marks all the difference between talking 
about words and talking about snow. The quotation 
is a name of a sentence that contains a name, 
namely , snow' of snow. By calling the sentence 
true, we call snow white. The truth predicate is a 
device for disquotation. (Quine 1970, p. 12.) 

A proponent of (DT*) would agree with Quine: (DT*) 

offers a disguotational theory of truth. But he would also go 

beyond Quine and claim something stronger. He would hold that 

truth for sentences is a device for disquotation and that it 

is nothing but a device for disquotation: the linguistic 

function of the term 'true sentence', which grammatically 

looks like a predicate, is completely and exhaustively 

described by schema (TS): there is nothing more to sentence 

truth. 

Prima facie, the definition should seem promising. If 

one accepts Tarski's observation about 'true' and draws, with 

him, the conclusion that a definition of truth for sentences 

should imply all the sentences on (the completion) of the list 

given in (3), i.e., the instances of (TS), then one might feel 

strongly attracted to the simple disquotational definition. 

It would seem to satisfy the requirement quite straight

forwardly, for it should certainly imply the instances of 

(TS): they are just its own instances. 

Note that the issue of implying the instances of lTQl 

marks an important difference between the disquotational 

92 



definition (DT*) and a substantive definition like (RS): the 

latter certainly does not imply the instances of (TS). Two 

types of premises have to be added to (RS) in order to get an 

instance of (TS). Once we have instantiated (RS) for a 

particular sentence, say's', we need to add that, first, IS' 

represents the state of affairs that s, and second, that the 

state of affairs that s obtains if and only if s. The first 

of these premises is a purely contingent truth involving a 

relation between language and extralinguistic reality (the 

relation-to-reality pattern shows again). So there is no 

sense in which (RS) can be said to imply instances of (TS). 

For a substantivist, Tarski's requirement is no requirement at 

all. This marks a big difference between (DT*) and (RS). 

We have arrived at (DT*) by straightforwardly turning 

(TS) into a definition. It should be noted that none of the 

authors mentioned, neither Tarski, nor Frege, nor Quine, would 

accept this move. Frege thought that truth was not definable 

at all (see his 1918/19), although it appears that what he 

thought could be said about this undefinable notion applies 

also if it is defined by way of (DT*). Tarski and Quine would 

both emphatically reject (DT*). But they clearly think that 

it has educational value in that it brings accross an impor

tant point of what they take to be the correct account of 

truth, albeit by incorrect means. Furthermore, the account 

they both embrace (Tarski's) does not differ very much from 

(DT*), at least not with respect to the philosophical issues 
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that are my concern here (although it differs a lot techni

cally and in the way it handles the paradox of the liar). 

That explains why some things Quine says about what he takes 

to be the correct account of sentence truth apply equally to 

(DT*) which he rejects. 

Let us turn now to the reasons Tarski and Quine have for 

rejecting (DT*). In his "The Concept of Truth in Formalized 

Languages" (1935) Tarski considers a definition that is 

analogous to (DT*) and rejects it on two grounds. First, it 

leads into the paradox of the liar. This problem is of course 

serious but I shall set it aside for the time being. Second, 

and more reI vant for our present topic, he rej ects the 

definition on the grounds that "it could not serve as a 

general definition of the expression '~ is a true sentence' 

because the totality of possible SUbstitutions for the symbol 

'~' is here restricted to quotation-mark names" (1935, p. 

159). What does he mean by that? 

The definiendum of (DT*) is given in the form "~pI is a 

true sentence' which, when all the SUbstitutions for the dummy 

symbol 'pI have been made, will yield all the contexts in 

which 'true sentence' is attached to quoted sentences ("quo

tation names" of sentences). But the term 'true sentence' can 

occur in contexts in which, contrary to the examples on our 

list, it is not attached to such quotation names. These are 

contexts in which a specific sentence is picked out by a 
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definite description as well as contexts in which we have a 

universal or existential generalization over sentences: 

(4) Tarski's favorite sentence is a true sentence; 

Every sentence uttered by Tarski is a true sentence; 

Some sentence on Tarski' s blackboard is not a true 

sentence. 

We can easily see that the proposed definition does not allow 

us to replace the definiendum 'true sentence' for its defini

ens, if the former occurs in such contexts. The def ini tion is 

not, as one says, eliminative (or not explicit): we cannot, 

on the basis of the definition alone, eliminate the term 'true 

sentence' from all contexts. The term is characterized only 

within certain contexts (only implicitly). A definition that 

presents the definiendum in the form '~ is a true sentence' 

would be more general in the sense that it would not be 

sensi ti ve to the way in which the sentence in question is 

specified. 

The complaint that a definition like (DT*) is not 

eliminative is made quite frequently, but it is hardly ever 

explained why it is something bad or undesirable if a defini

tion is not eliminative. After all, it is not as if the 

definition would somehow not apply to every sentence; it does. 

The problem is rather that ~ cannot apply the definition to 

every sentence, namely not to those sentences the quotation 

names of which we do not know. Maybe we could say, then, that 
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what is undesirable about a non-eliminative definition is the 

following. An explanation of a notion that is based on such 

a definition does not, by itself, provide us with a full 

understanding of the notion defined, in that it does not cover 

the full range of contexts in which the notion can be em

ployed. (DT*) gives us information about truth that we can 

employ only if we possess knowledge of certain facts the 

knowledge of which is not provided by the definition itself, 

namely of facts like: Tarski's favorite sentence is the 

sentence 'Snow is white', etc. We might say that (DT*) gives 

us only conditional information about truth: if you know 

(DT*) and know the relevant facts about which sentence is 

picked out by which description, then you know how to employ 

truth in every given case. 

A second, more formal, reason for preferring an elimina

tive, explicit definition of truth to a non-eliminative, 

implicit definition was pointed out by Etchemendy (1988, pp. 

53f). Giving an explicit definition of truth automatically 

ensures consistency relative to the theory on the basis of 

which truth is defined. Since an eliminative definition 

allows us to do away with 'true' in favor of its definiens, we 

know that the definition will lead to paradoxes only if these 

paradoxes were already derivable in terms of the definiens. 

Thus, an explicit definition makes it unnecessary to provide 

a consistency proof along with the definition, whereas such a 

proof becomes necessary if 'true' is defined only implicitly. 
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In the face of the fact that (DT*) actually leads to an 

inconsistency (the liar paradox) this reason for preferring an 

eliminative definition of truth becomes rather strong. For we 

would like to know whether the paradox is due to a feature of 

the definition or to an inconsistency that is already inherent 

in the definiens of (DT*). 

The above are two general reasons for preferring elimina

tive definitions over non-eliminative definitions. However, 

in the case of (DT*) we need not really worry too much about 

these general considerations. For the sentences in (4) can be 

regarded as straightforward counterexamples to the thesis that 

truth is nothing but a device for disquotation. The thesis 

cannot account for the fact that truth can be applied 

(correctly and intelligibly) in the absence of quotation where 

no disquotation can take place. In cases like the ones cited 

in (4), truth for sentences must have a function that goes 

beyond mere disquotation. 

14. Disguotationalism 

The simple suggestion to straightforwardly turn the disquota

tion schema (TS) into a definition of sentence truth is not 

quite satisfying. The next step, then, is to think about a 

way of replacing (DT*) by an explicit definition without 

loosing the required bleakness. 

Inspiration comes again from Tarski. He suggests to make 

use of the fact that every sentence has a quotation name (see 
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Tarski 1935, p. 159), a fact which, he says, can be expressed 

by the following principle: 

(5) For every ~; if ~ is a sentence, then, for some p, ~ is 

identical with 'pl. 

The (TS) schema, plus principle (5), plus the obvious premise 

that every true sentence is a sentence allow us to derive an 

explicit definition of truth for sentences that stands a good 

chance of being no less austere than the first candidate: 

(DT) ~ is a true sentence =def for some p, ~ is identical with 

'p', and p. 

Obviously this definition is not restricted to contexts in 

which 'true sentence' is predicated of quoted sentences. Any 

singular term that denotes a sentence--be it a quotation name, 

a definite description, or a proper name--can be substituted 

for the variable '~' without, the definition becoming ungram

matical. One may also generalize universally or existentially 

with respect to '~' without running into any problems. 

I regard (DT) as the deflationist's main attempt at a 

bleak and austere definition of truth. (DT) may not be his 

final version, but it is quite instructive to discuss it as 

the deflationist's big first stab. I shall also regard (DT) 

as offering a (the) disguotational theory of sentence truth, 

even though it is, as we shall see, not correct to say that it 

explains truth merely as a device for disquotation. The 
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reason for keeping this label is the following. COT) is still 

very close to the simple disquotational schema CTS); it is "as 

close as one can get to CTS)" if one wants to offer an 

explicit definition of truth while retaining the spirit of the 

CTS) schema. I return to this topic in section 16. 

15. Disguotationalism and Substitutional Quantification 

Presently the official deflationist definition of sentence 

truth is the disquotational definition of sentence truth: 

COT) ~ is a true sentence =def for some p, ~ is identical with 

'p', and p. 

Of course, this is just a definition. One might expect the 

disquotationalist to offer more by way of explanation than 

merely this definition. On the other hand, it might seem that 

there simply is not very much in COT) that requires further 

explanation. What are the important notions that are used in 

the definiens of COT) and that seriously need to be explained? 

Maybe the notion of identity. But we may grant the dis

quotationalist that notion. So what else is there? I think 

that there is something to be explained. But it does not lie 

in any important predicates that are used in the definiens of 

COT). It rather lies in the grammatical apparatus that is 

used to formulate COT). 

The first thing to be noted is that we encounter some 

difficulties in the attempt to translate COT) into first-ordqr 
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predicate logic under its standard interpretation (the same 

holds for principle (5)). The difficulties concern the 

translation of the symbol 'pI, and the phrase 'for some pI, 

and are best brought out by first considering the function of 

the symbol '~'. This symbol can be understood as a variable 

of first-order predicate logic in which quantification is 

standardly interpreted obiectually. I do not want to give a 

formally precise and complete account of the workings of 

objectual quantification here. I just want to remind the 

reader of some of the characteristics of standard, objectual 

quantification that are relevant to our discussion. 

First, variables of objectual quantification are as

sociated with a (non-empty) set of objects that constitutes 

the domain of discourse (the range) for which quantification 

with respect to the variables is defined. These objects are 

said to be the values of the variables. Attaching an open 

sentence '(F~) , to the objectual existential quantifier '(E~) , 

yields a closed sentence '(E~) (F~)' which is an existential 

generalization. Attaching it to the objectual universal 

quantifier '(~)' yields a closed sentence '(~) (F~)' which is 

a universal generalization. The truth-conditions of such 

generalizations can be given in the following way: 
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(6) '(E~) (F~)' is true iff there is at least one object in 

the domain of discourse that is an F; 

, (~) (F~)' is true iff every object in the domain of 

discourse is an F. 

Second, the variables are also associated with a (pos

sibly empty) set of singular terms wich denote the objects in 

the domain of discourse and which are said to be the admis

sible substituends for the variable. If we substitute such a 

singular term for the variable '~' in an open sentence '(F~)' 

we get a closed sentence that is a SUbstitution instance of 

the open sentence. '(George Bush is a human) " and '(Tarski' s 

favorite sentence is a human)' are both SUbstitution instances 

of '(~ is a human)', where the names 'George Bush' and 

'Tarski's favorite sentence' have been substituted for '~'. 

, (Tarski' s favorite sentence is a sentence)', '( 'Snow is 

white' is a sentence) " and '(George Bush is a sentence)' are 

substi tution instances of the open sentence '(~ is a sen

tence) " where the names 'Tarski's favorite sentence', "Snow 

is white", and 'George Bush' have been SUbstituted for '~'. 

The important thing to realize is that in order to get 

grarunatically well-formed SUbstitution instances of open 

sentences we have to SUbstitute for the variable '~' names, or 

singular terms, that denote objects of the domain. Nothing 

else counts as an admissible substi tuend. We cannot sub

stitute George Bush himself, only 'George Bush'. Neither can 

we substitute general terms, nor sentences, nor any other 
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terms. We can, of course, substitute names of general terms 

and any other terms, and we can sUbstitute names of sentences: 

quotation names of sentences, definite descriptions of 

sentences, and proper names of sentences (if there are any). 

It is the possibility to substitute names of sentences for 

obj ectual variables which is relevant in the context of 

discussing (OT). The sUbstitution instances of (OT) with 

respect to '~' that are generally of interest to us will be 

ones in which a name of a sentence has been substituted for 

the variable, e.g., the quotation name of the sentence 'snow 

is white' which is "snow is white". The relevant substitu

tion instance of (DT) is: 

'snow is white' is a true sentence iff for some p, 'snow 

is white' is identical with 'p', and p. 

So much for the objectual quantification and the objec-

tual variable '~'. 

open sentence 

Now, the symbol 'p' that occurs in the 

~ is identical with 'p', and p 

on the right hand side of (OT) cannot be regarded as such an 

objectual variable in the sense explained above. We have to 

substi tute for 'p , sentences themselves and not names of 

sentences. For after we have substituted "snow is white" 

for 'X', we want a sUbstitution instance of (DT) to read as 
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'snow is white' is identical with 'snow is white', and 

snow is white, 

but not as 

'snow is white' is identical with "snow is white" and 

'snow is white'. 

This shows that the symbol 'p' and the phrase 'for some p' 

cannot be interpreted in terms of objectual quantification. 

If it were, (DT) and (5) would come out as ungrammatical. 3 

It is not a devastating objection to a theory that it 

cannot be translated into the language of first-order predi-

cate logic standardly interpreted. It is, by my lights, not 

even a devastating objection to a theory that it cannot be 

translated into the language of any logical system we know of. 

Nevertheless, since logic is a nice instrument, it is of some 

interest to ask whether the symbol 'p' and the phrase 'for 

some p' can be understood in terms of some quantification 

other than objectual quantification. The answer is positive. 

A translation of (DT) under which its grammatical structure 

comes out as intended can be given in terms of first-order 

3 Note that, if it is a problem for (DT) that the 'for some 
p' quantifier cannot be understood objectually (DT*), must be 
seen to suffer under the same problem. Being a definition, it 
should imply its universal generalization with respect to 'p'. 
But the universal quantifier of this generalization cannot be 
obj ectual for the same reason for which the 'for some p' 
quantifier in (DT) cannot be objectual. So one cannot argue 
successfully that, since there are these problems with (DT), 
we should go back and buy into an implicit definition of 
sentence truth. 
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predicate logic plus what has come to be known as substitu

tional quantification. 

Substi tuational quantifiers and variables work rather 

differently than objectual ones. To avoid confusion, I shall 

write the substitutional "existential" or particular quan

tifier as '[Ee]' and the substitutional universal quantifier 

as '[ell, where Ie' is a substitutional variable, or rather a 

dummy symbol, distinguished from objectual variables by the 

lack of underl ining . The dummy symbols of substitutional 

quantification are not associated with a domain of discourse. 

They do not have any values. They are only associated with a 

set of expressions that count as admissible substi tuends. 

There is no restriction on the grammatical category of the 

admissible substituends. 

SUbstitution class. 

Any expression can belong to the 

Take the expression "[ ... e •.• ] 'It' to stand for the 

result of replacing all free occurrences of the dummy symbol 

Ie' in an open sentence '[ •.• e •.• ]' by a term t. The truth 

conditions for the substitutional quantifiers can be given as 

follows: 

(7) '[Ee]( ••• e ••• ]' is true iff '[ ..• e •.. ]'/t is true, for 

some term t in the SUbstitution class; 

'[e][ •.• e ••• ]' is true iff '[ ••• e .•• ]'/t is true, for 

every term t in the sUbstitution class. 
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This says that a particular quantification is true if and 

only if the open sentence after the quantifier is true for 

some sUbstitute for the variable of quantification. The 

universal quantification is true if and only the open sentence 

after the quantifier is true for every sUbstitute for the 

variable of quantification. It is important to realize that 

'[Ee][ ••. e ... ]' is not a metalinguistic expression. It simply 

means 'For some e, .•• e ••. " or rather, it is the formal 

paraphrase of this expression. '[Ee][ ..• e ••. ]' does not mean 

'For some term t, '[ ... e •.. ]'/t is true'. The fact that the 

truth condition for the quantification is given in meta

linguistic terms does not show that the quantification is 

metalinguistic. Compare: '(p & q)' is true iff 'p' is true 

and 'q' is true. 

metalinguistic. 4 

This does not show that '(p & q)' is 

Of course, the fact that the reading of 

substitutionally quantified sentences does not mention truth 

does not alleviate the problem that (7) defines the substitu

tional quantifiers in terms of truth which makes (DT) obvi

ously circular. Even though this discredits the strategy to 

4 Something close to substitutional quantification was 
foreshadowed (but never clearly distinguished from objectual 
quantification) in Frege (1879, §11), Whitehead and Russell 
(1962, p. 15), and Wittgenstein (1961, p. 75). The polish 
logician Stanislaw Lesniewski used quantifiers that are best 
understood substitutionally (although he did not define them 
explicitly) • Lesniewski was a teacher of Tarski' s, which 
explains how a definition like (DT) can show up in a work that 
is the source for the standard interpretation of first-order 
predicate logic. Lesniewski-style substitutional quantifiers 
can also be found in Prior (1971) and Geach (1980). Interest 
for sUbstitutional quantification in its present form was 
spurned by Ruth Barcan Marcus (1962). 
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explain truth in terms substitutional quantification as 

defined in (7), it is convenient for expository reasons to 

develop it a little further. 

It is common practice to choose substitutional dummy 

symbols in such a way that they indicate the desired subsitu-

tion class. So let us take 'n', 'm', etc. for names, 'F', 

'G', etc. for general terms, and 'p', 'g', etc. for senten

ces. s According to the above definition, then, '[En] [n is 

president of the United states]' is true because there is a 

name, 'Bush', that can be substituted for 'n' with the 

resulting sentence 'Bush is president of the United states' 

being true. The same goes for '[En] [Gorbatchov believes that 

n is the president of the united States] '. It should be clear 

that this kind of quantification does not Qy itself bring in 

S The choice of 'p' and 'F' for sentential and predicate 
dummies is not an accident. It is worth noting how ubiquitous 
these substitutional dummies are in philosophical writings. 
Whenever an author uses a phrase like 'it is a fact that p', 
'X has the content that p', 'X has as its truth condition that 
p', etc., or a phrase like 'All Fs are Gs', then she employs 
what is best seen as substitutional quantification. 

Note also that Quine (not a big friend of substitutional 
quantification) repeatedly made the point that the letters 
'p', 'g', etc. of the sentential calculus as well as the 
letters 'F', 'G', etc. of first-order predicate logic are not 
to be understood as variables ranging over propositions and 
properties respectively. He introduced the nowadays widely 
held idea that formulas like '(p v g)' and '(X) (FX) , are 
schemata in which the letters 'p', 'q', and 'F' function as 
dummy symbols and not as variables with values (cf. 1934, 
1953). Quine also holds (1953, p. 109; 1954, p. 110; 1986, 
pp. 49ff) that logical truth (or validity) of a formula should 
be regarded as consisting in the formula's truth under all 
sUbstitutions for non-logical constants. That means that, 
e.g., the schema '(p v ~p)' is a logical truth because it is 
true under all sUbstitutions for 'p'. This amounts to saying 
that '(p v ~p)' is valid iff '[p][p v ~p]' is true. 
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any ontological commitment other than to terms. The truth of 

the quantified statements will commit us to exactly what we 

are already committed to by the truth of their instances. 

When it comes to ontological commitments, substitutional 

quantification is parasitic on the commitments of the language 

that provides the terms for the SUbstitution class. Quan

tifications will commit us to only those objects, if any, 

that are denoted by terms in the sUbstitution class which 

appear in true unquantified sentences. 

Here are some examples: 

If the truth of 'Bill believes that santa is nice' does 

not commit us to Santa because 'Santa' is an empty term, then 

the entailed '[En][Bill believes that n is nice]' will not 

commit us to Santa Clause either. If, on the other hand, the 

truth of the singular sentence does commit us to Santa Clause 

because, say, 'Santa' denotes a possible obj ect, then the 

entailed generalization will commit us to Santa too. If the 

truth of 'Helena is beautiful' does not commit us to the 

property of being beautiful, then the entailed generalization 

'[EF][Helena is F]' will not commit us to properties, and vice 

versa. If the truth of 'John and Joan are not married' does 

not commit us to objects denoted by 'and', 'not', and 'r'-

maybe "andhood", "nothingness", and "rity"--then the entailed 

'[Ee][Ee1][Eez] [John e Joan are e 1 marezied], will not commit 

us to these strange objec~s, and vice versa. Finally, and 

most importantly for the deflationist, if the truth of 'Snow 
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is white' does not commit us to a state of affairs that is 

represented by the sentence, then the entailed generalization 

'[EpJ[pJ' will not commit us to such states of affairs either. 

If, on the other hand, 'Snow is white' is true only if it 

represents a state of affairs, then the generalization commits 

us to states of affairs too. 

It looks as if substitutional quantification should be 

exactly what the disquotionalist wants. He can even meet 

quasi Quinean demands for clarity by translating his defini

tion into a mixed canonical language L that consists of first

order predicate logic plus substitutional quantifiers and 

dummy symbols. So he can offer a formal paraphrase of (DT): 

~ is a true sentence =def [EpJ [~ = 'p' & pJ. 

Substitutional quantification gives a formal interpretation of 

(DT) without forcing the disquotationalist to commit himself 

to the existence of unwelcome states of affairs. 

I have not yet remarked at all on what may be regarded as 

a curious feature of the above definition: it quantifies into 

a quotation context. Tarski (1935, pp. 159-161) rejected 

(DTf ), or rather (DT), partly for this reason. And did we not 

learn (from Quine) that quantification into quotation marks 

does not make sense? We did, but the lesson concerned 

objectual quantification. And Tarski's objections too were 

based on taking 'for some p' objectually. 

Remember Quine's (1953a, p. 139) example 
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(8) Giorgione was so-called because of his size, 

from which we cannot infer 

(9) (EX) (X was so-called because of its size). 

The reason for the failure of existential generalization is 

due to "hidden" quotation marks in (8). Once we spell out the 

elliptical expression 'so-called' we get: 

(10) Giorgione was called 'Giorgione' because of his size. 

Attempting to derive (9) from (8) is like attempting to derive 

(11) from (10): 

(11) (E~) (~was called '~' because of its size), 

which, in accordance with the definition of objectual quan

tification, should be taken to tell us that there is some 

object such that it was called 'it' because of its size. But 

that it clearly false while (10) is true. So maybe what we 

should have said was that (11) tells us that there is some 

object to which the open sentence '(X was called 'X' because 

of its size)' applies. That seems o.k. at first glance: the 

object is Giorgione. However, the suggestion does not work 

either. It is not true that Barbarelli was called 'Barba

relli' because of his size; the open sentence does not apply 

to him. Yet, Barbarelli is Giorgione. So the open sentence 

does not apply to Giorgione after all. The mistake can be 

located in (11). All we can infer from (10) is: 

109 



(12) (E~) (~was called 'Giorgione' because of its size), 

whose open sentence applies to Giorgione as well as Barba-

relli. Quotation contexts are referentially opaque; they 

cannot be quantified into. While the unquantified sentences 

(8) and (10) make sense, the quantified sentences (9) and (11) 

do not. The problem stems, roughly, from a failure on the 

part of the open sentences of the latter to specify a property 

that applies to an object. 

It takes just a look at the definition of the substitu-

tional quantifiers to see that they present no problems for 

quantifying into quotation marks: 

(13) [En][n was so-called because of his size] 

(14) [En][n was called 'n' because of his size] 

are both true and unproblematic simply because (8) and (10) 

are true and unproblematic. The fact that Giorgione is 

Barbarelli is irrelevant because 'Giorgione' is not 'Barba

relli' .6 

In general, substitutional quantification into opaque 

contexts creates no problems that are not already present in 

6 Here are two more examples that show substitutional 
quantification into quotation contexts to be unproblematic: 
'[Ee]['e' has e letters]', and '[EF]['F' is a F]' are true 
because 'four' has four letters and 'word' is a word. An 
example of substitutional quantification into belief contexts 
was already given in the text. Note again that what makes 
these quantifications unproblematic is that they have true un
problematic instances and that the truth of substitutionally 
quantified sentences is defined in terms of the truth of their 
instances. 

------------- -----
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the unquantified contexts. since (8) and (10) are true and 

unproblematic, (13) and (14) must be so too, because substitu

tional quantifications are defined in terms of their instan

ces. Earlier I gave some examples that were intended to show 

that the ontological commitments of substitutional quantifica

tion are entirely parasitic on the ontological commitments of 

the language that provides the terms for the sUbstitution 

class. We can observe a similar phenomenon with respect to 

opacity. Substit~tional quantification will exhibit opacity 

at exactly those places at which it was already present in the 

language into which we quantify. It cannot generate any 

opacity problems on its own. 

To repeat, it looks as if substitutional quantification 

should be the disquotationalist's paradise. It does not, by 

itself, carry any ontological commitments other than to terms, 

and it smoothly handles constructions as opaque as quotation 

contexts. In addition to this, substitutional quantification 

has also been approved by authority. Kripke (1976) proves 

that various worries one might have about substitutional quan

tification are uncalled for. More exactly, he proves that any 

interpreted formal language !io (including the language of 

first-order predicate logic) can consistently be extended to 

a language ~ by adding substitutional quantifiers with dummy 

symbols that take as their SUbstitution class any set of any 

terms of the vocabulary of 10, provided the terms in the 

SUbstitution class do not themselves contain the substitu-
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tional quantifiers that are introduced (see Kripke 1976, 

section 1; the proviso is required because of liar-like 

paradoxes about which later). Kripke also explains why 

substitutional quantification works fine with opaque construc-

tions (see his sections 3 and 6). Moreover, he shows (Section 

5(a» that truth for sentences of a language ~ can be defined 

straightforwardly in the fashion of Tarski's (OT), namely by 

way of a definition like (OTf ), where this definition is given 

in a metalanguage ~ that results from extending the object 

language ~ by adding substitutional quantifiers and dummies 

that take the set of sentences of ~ as their sUbstitution 

class (the above proviso should not be violated of course). 

This result leads him to make the following remark about 

Tarski's (1935) dismissal of (OT): 

It is the failure of this theory which leads Tarski to 
conclude (bottom of p. 162) that 'the attempt to con
struct g correct semantical definition of the expression 
"true sentence" meets very real difficulties (Tarski's 
italics). Whatever difficulties there may have been with 
these constructions, I believe I have shown in this 
section that these difficulties can be met using sub
stitutional quantification and the formula ['x = 'p"]. 
(Kripke 1976, p. 367.)7 

So there is no problem about substitutional quantifica

tion other than the obvious one that the SUbstitutional quan

tifiers, as defined in (7), can hardly be of much use for the 

disquotationalist because they are defined in terms of truth. 

7 In his definition Kripke uses a slightly different formula 
which amounts to the same as our 'x = 'p" in (OT f ). 
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This defect is certainly serious in a context where one is 

after a definition of truth that does not use semantical 

notions like truth. 8 

Intuitively what one would like to do in order to remedy 

the defect is to understand the phrase 'for some p' that 

occurs in (OT) as functioning exactly like a substitutional 

quantifier without being defined in the way in which '[Ee]' is 

defined in (7). The most direct way for achieving this would 

be to interpret the phrase 'for some p' as a substitutional 

, [Ep] , quantifier but to take substitutional quantification as 

primitive. The formal version of (OT) would still be (OT f ), 

only now we would have to understand it as defining truth for 

sentences with the help of the undefined primitive 

SUbstitutional quantifier '[Ep]'. 

This is a crude approach. A disquotationalist who simply 

takes this line and says nothing further about what he calls 

"substitutional quantification" will be accused of cheating, 

and rightly so. If this strategy were acceptable then we 

should, for example, allow a physicalist to stipulatively 

8 If one takes (OT f ) to define 'true sentence' in a language 
L which is the same language as the one which is used in (7) 
to define the substitutional quantifiers, then (7) is cir
cular. If however, one holds that the language in which the 
substitutional quantifiers are defined is a language ~ that 
is different from the language L in which (OTf ) is formulated, 
then the resulting account of truth is not, strictly speaking, 
circular. It amounts to an account of truth in terms of 
another notion truth*. The physicalist, however, cannot take 
this (in any case somewhat problematic) escape route, because 
he is committed to explaining truth without bringing in any 
semantic or intentional notions. 
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introduce a new primitive quantifier '<EX>' such that <EX><X 

is human> iff there is an object that has a soul and is human. 

With such a quantifier in his logic the physicalist could 

easily "eliminate" unwanted commitment to souls. It is clear 

that this strategy is not acceptable. In the same way it is 

not acceptable if the disquotationalist stipulatively intro

duces the substitutional quantifier as a primitive logical 

device in order to get rid of unwanted sUbstantivist commit

ments. He does not want to say anything by way of explanation 

about the symbol '[Ep]', and yet he has to presuppose that the 

symbol works in exactly the way in which it would work if it 

were defined by (7). It is hard to see what the difference is 

between such a position and a position that explains sentence 

truth circularly with the help of substitutional 

quantification as defined by (7). Moreover, it is also hard 

to see what the difference is between such a position and 

simply taking truth as primitive. Something more than just 

nothing (plus halfhearted gestures towards (7» needs to be 

said about the quantification in (DTf ) and about the quan

tificational phrase in (DT).9 

9 One might also obj ect to the idea that the notion of 
primitive, undefined substitutional quantification is in
coherent: substitutional quantification, one might say, just 
is what has been defined in (7). I do not think that this is 
a very strong point; it seems to me to be a terminological 
point. However, it might achieve something. It might force 
the proponent of the idea to call his quantifier by a dif
ferent name and to use a symbol other than '[Ep]'. This may 
help to make us see that we either understand his new quan
tification in terms of substitutional quantification or not at 
all. 
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16. Oisquotationalism and Infinite Lists 

The enterprise to explain truth for sentences in terms of 

substitutional quantification was not quite successful!. Does 

the disquotationalist have a better line? For one thing, he 

could just drop (OTf ) and with it the attempt to paraphrase 

(OT) into an interpreted formal language. He could hold that 

the quasi-ordinary-Ianguage definition (OT) is good enough as 

it stands. 

But if that were absolutely all that could be said about 

truth for sentences then the si tutation would be rather 

unsatisfying. What, one would like to ask, does (OT) tell us 

about truth or 'true'? Where is the theory? Such dissatis-

faction is reflected in Putnam's complaint (1988, p. 60): 

Anyone reading philosophical literature today-
especially literature pro and con "scientific 
realism"--must be aware that many thinkers hold 
that the problems of reference and truth have been 
solved by something called the disquotational 
theory of truth. "The disquotational theory", mind 
you! Curiously enough a locus classicus is rarely 
cited. 

Putnam does not mention a definition like (OT). There is 

a reason for this. Not many authors have explicitly stated a 

definition of truth for sentences that looks like (OT). We 

have seen that Tarski did, but he rejected it (1935, p. 158-

162). Other authors (Binkley 1970, Linsky 1972, Marcus 1972) 

who have stated (OT) , or rather (OTf ) , have understood it sub

stitutionally and have taken substitutional quantification to 
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be defined in terms of truth as it was in (7) above, so their 

suggestions are not of much help here. Field (1986, pp. 55-

59) makes some remarks which show that he thinks that what he 

calls "pure" disquotational truth should be regarded as 

defined by something very much like COT), and he does not take 

substitutional quantification to be defined by way of some

thing like (7). But he is an exception. 

Quine, the major proponent of disquotationalism, does not 

explicitly state a definition like (OT) either. But he has 

something to say about what disquotational truth is, or rather 

(shifting the perspective somewhat), he has something to say 

about how the term 'true' functions in our language and what 

it is good for. His explanation has two steps. 

First, in cases in which 'true' is applied to sentences 

that are given explicitly, i.e., sentences in quotation marks, 

the truth predicate is superfluous (Quine 1970, p. 11): 

In speaking of the truth of a given sentence there 
is only indirection; we do better simply to say the 
sentence and so speak not about language but about 
the world. So long as we are speaking only about 
the truth of singly given sentences, the perfect 
theory of truth is what Sellars has called the 
disappearance theory of truth. 

The claim might be paraphrased thus. If it ~ the case 

that the term 'true' was only applied to individual quoted 

sentences, then we could hold that to say of a sentence that 

it is true is just to say the sentence. For if it were the 

case that 'true' was only applied to individual quoted 
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sentences, then we could use the relevant instances of the 

(TS) schema to show that the 'term' true does not contribute 

anything to "Snow is white I is true' that is not already 

contained in 'Snow is white'. 

But, as we already know from the examples under (4) in 

section 13, the assumption is counterfactual. In this world, 

we use 'true' not only in connection with quotation names of 

sentences. This necessitates the second step in Quine's 

explanation (1970, p. 11): 

Where the truth predicate has its utility is in 
just those places where, though still concerned 
with reality, we are impelled by certain technical 
complications to mention sentences. Here the truth 
predicate serves, as it were, to point through the 
sentence to the reality; it serves as a reminder 
that though sentences are mentioned, real i ty is 
still the whole point. 

The "technical complications" Quine is talking about are the 

following (cf. Quine 1970, pp. 11f). We would 1 ike to 

generalize on 'Snow is white or snow is not white', 'Grass is 

green or grass is not green', and so on, like we can genera

lize on 'Tom is Tom', 'Harry is Harry', and so on. But if we 

want to stay within the realm of objectual quantification, we 

cannot easily do so. 'For every object ~, ~ is ~' works fine 

for the latter cases, because here the variable ranges over 

those objects the names of which are its substituends. But we 

cannot proceed in the same way with the former cases: senten-

ces are not names. So how can we express the desired genera-

lization? 
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Quine's answer is that the way we do it is by engaging in 

"semantic ascent" while in the same breath using the predicate 

'true' for semantic "descent". We go "up" one level and talk 

about language, or more precisely, about sentences that have 

a certain form or a certain feature. We say 'Every sentence 

that has a certain form or exhibits a certain feature F is 

true', or alternatively, 'For every sentence~, if F~ then ~ 

is true'. The point of the predicate 'true' in these state-

ments is that it "cancels" the effect of semantic ascent. It 

allows us to talk about the world £y talking about sentences: 

We may affirm the single sentence by just uttering 
it, unaided by quotation or by the truth predicate; 
but if we want to affirm some infinite lot of 
sentences that we can demarcate only by talking 
about the sentences, then the truth predicate has 
its use. We need it to restore the effect of 
objective reference when for the sake of some 
generalization we have resorted to semantic ascent. 
(Quine 1970, p. 12.) 

Quine's point here can be extended to existential 

generalizations, with the help of which we can affirm at least 

one of an infinite lot of sentences that we can demarcate only 

by talking about the sentences. This will cover denials too, 

i.e., cases where we would like to deny at least one out of an 

infinite lot of sentences, but we do not know which one. And 

given that definite descriptions can be spelled out as 

existential generalizations, the latter will also subsume the 

cases where we want to affirm, say, Tarski's favorite sen

tence, but we can demarcate it only by describing it as 
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Tarski's favorite sentence because we do not know which one 

out of the infinite lot of sentences that is. 

We have, by now, covered all the types of truth predi

cations that led us earlier (see (4) of section 13) to abandon 

the attempt of turning the (TS) schema into a definition of 

truth. Quine's basic suggestion about the function of truth 

can be paraphrased in this way: The term 'true' would be 

superfluous if all its applications were to quotation names. 

But it is not the case that all its applications are to 

quotation names. So we cannot quite hold that the sole 

function of 'true' is disquotation. We need to go for the 

weaker claim that the function of 'true' is exhausted by 

whatever it is that is minimally necessary to bridge the gap 

between "Snow is white' is true', that is 'Snow is white', 

and 'Tarski ' s favori te sentence is true', or some other 

generalization over sentences. And this gap is bridged by 

infinite conjunctions and disjunctions • 

. Let the obj ectual variable '~' range over sentences. Let 

the dummy 'F' abbreviate some feature by which we can demar

cate sentences. ('F' could abbreviate the form of a (possibly 

infinite) number of sentences, or it could abbreviate a 

feature that characterizes a sentence uniquely.) Allow me, 

for the sake of brevity, to use the dummy symbols 's1" 's2" 

etc. to abbreviate individual sentences that are values of the 

variable '_x' and whose quotation names "s " , 's " etc are l' 2' • 

substituends for that variable. 
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NOw, what Quine tells us in effect is, I think, this: 

The sentences 

(15) 

(16) 

(x) (FX ~ X is true), 

(EX) (FX & X is true), 

serve respectively as abbreviations for the (possibly in

finite) metalinguistic conjunction and disjunction 

(17) ('s,' is true) & ('s2' is true) & ('s3' is true) & 

(18) ('s,' is true) v ('s2' is true) v ('s3' is true) v 

in which each sUbstitution instance quotes a ~entence X that 

has feature F. Furthermore, 'true' is superfluous if attached 

to a quotation name. That is, for each of the conjuncts and 

disjuncts there is a corresponding instance of the (TS) schema 

IIp' is true iff p' such that the instances of this schema 

together with (17) and (18) yield the (possibly infinite) 

object language conjunction and disjunction 

(19) 

(20) 

s, & s2 & s3 & 

S, V s2 V s3 V 

The result is that (15) and (16) can be seen as metalin

guistic abbreviations for object-language conjunctions and 

disjunctions. The truth predicate in (15) and (16) functions 

as a shorthand device abbreviating (19) and (20) by first 

abbreviating infinite metalinguistic conjunctions and disjunc

tions that contain it, and by then disquoting itself "away" 
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through injection of the required amount of instances of (TS). 

So truth is primarily a notion for expressing infinite 

conjunctions and disjunctions. But truth is also disquota-

tion, albeit in a less direct sense than earlier. Truth is 

disquotation in virtue of the way in which it does its work. 

What we have here is different from the disquotationalist view 

considered in section 13. Truth is not longer merely a device 

for disquotation. It is also a device for abbreviating lists: 

truth is a disquotational, (possibly) infinite listing device. 

Quine does not express his views about truth in quite 

this fashion. But Stephen Leeds seems to view matters 

similarly (1978, p. 121): 

It is not surprising that we should have use for a 
predicate P with the property that II ' __ I is pII 

and " __ " are always interdeducible. For we 
frequently find ourselves in a position to assert 
each sentence in a certain infinite set ~ (e.g., 
when all the members of ~ share a common form); 
lacking the means to formulate infinite conjunc
tions, we find it convenient to have a single 
sentence which is warranted precisely when each 
member of ~ is warranted. A predicate P with the 
property described allows us to construct such a 
sentence: (~) (~€~ ~ P(~». Truth is thus a notion 
that we might reasonably want to have at hand, for 
expressing semantic ascent and descent, infini te 
conjunction and disjunction. 

So here we have what can be regarded as the official 

disquotationalist story about sentence truth. But one might 

well wonder what exactly it tells us about sentence truth. We 

can still hear the echo of Putnam's complaint: What precisely 

is the theory? Is there, or is there not, something like a 

121 
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disquotational (in this extended sense) definition of sentence 

truth? 

One thing that Quine's and Leeds' claims about truth do 

tell us is that we should be able to define an infinite 

listing device (a device for infinite conjunctions and 

disj unctions) in terms of truth for sentences. And indeed, we 

have already done that. For consider again the truth condi

tions for the SUbstitutional quantifiers that were given in 

(7) on p. 104. If the SUbstitution class for the dummy symbol 

Ie' contains infinitely many termo t, as we may suppose it 

does in cases in which it is the set of sentences of a normal 

language, then (7) in effect defines '[e]' and '[Ee]' as 

abbreviations for infinite conjunctions and infinite disjunc

tions repectively. 

Of course, this is the wrong way round. The aim is not 

to define infinite conjunctions and disjunctions in terms of 

truth. The aim is to define truth. However, the disquo

tationalist claims that the whole function of sentence truth 

is exhausted by its abbreviating infinite conjunctions and 

disjunctions. Assuming this to be correct, we would loose no 

relevant feature of sentence truth if we were to turn around 

and define sentence truth in terms of infinite conjunctions 

and disjunctions. We can then explain the substitutional 

quantifiers in terms of possibly infinite conjunctions and 

disjunctions that result from substituting the terms of the 
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sUbstitution class for the dummy symbol in the open sentence 

which follows the quantifier: 

(21) l[e][ ..• e .•• ]1 abbreviates the conjunction of each 

sentence I [ ••• e .•• ] '/,:t, for all ,:t of the sUbstitution 

class; 

'[Ee][ .•• e •.• ] I abbreviates the disjunction of each 

sentence 1[ ••• e ..• ]I/,:t, for all ,:t of the sUbstitution 

class. 

We may assume that in those cases in which the sUbstitution 

class is the class of sentences of a certain language the 

disjunctions and conjunctions in question will usually be 

infinite. 

The new account of substitutional quantification avoids 

the notion of truth. At the same time it retains the pleasant 

features that we found this kind of quantification to exhibit 

with respect to ontological commitment and quantification into 

opaque contexts. To see this, one only needs to consider that 

an I [Ee] '-quantification into any given context will just 

amount to that very same context plus a number of added 

disjuncts. substitutional quantification remains parasitic on 

its SUbstitution instances. 10 

10 If one holds that SUbstitutional quantification just is 
what has been defined in (7), then one has to introduce a new 
style of quantifiers for what is explained in (21). But I do 
not see why one should hold such a view. 
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The new account of substitutional quantification has the 

expository advantage that it allows us to stick to 

~ is a true sentence =def [Ep] [~ = 'p' & p], 

as our formal paraphrase of (OT). Of course, the formal 

language in question will now have to be one that allows for 

infinitely long formulas. Fortunately logicians have provided 

us with infinitary formal languages in which infinite disjunc-

tions and conjunctions are regarded as well-formed formulas. 

They have also provided us with the corresponding infinitary 

logic in which a proof can have infinitely long premises (see 

Karp 1964, and Keisler 1971).11 

Infinitary logic comes in handy if we want (OTf ) to be 

subject to Tarski's desideratum that a definition of truth for 

sentences should imply all instances of the schema 

(TS) 'p' is a true sentence iff p. 

Allow me again, for the sake of brevity, to use the dummy 

symbols 's1', 'sz', etc. to abbreviate individual sentences 

that are substituends of the substitutional dummy 'p'. They 

are also the values of the objectual variable '~', which takes 

as substi tuends the quotation names " s1 ' " " sz' " etc. of 

11 The infinitary language known as Lome a omega together with 
its logic which, according to Keisler (197a.r}', l.S the smoothest 
of its kind should serve nicely for the purposes of (OTf ). 
The 'omegal'-subscript is supposed to indicate that in such a 
language there are countably many formulas, while the 'omega' 
subscript indicates that there are only finitely many quan
tifiers in each formula. 
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's,', 's2" etc. Suppose we want to show that (DTf) implies 

the following instance of (TS): 

(22) 's,' is a true sentence iff s,. 

First we note that (DTi') , being a definition, implies the 

universal generalization of the corresponding biconditional. 

So we can instantiate it to 

(23) 's,' is a true sentence iff [Ep]['s,' = 'p' & p]. 

~his, of course, stands for something much longer. The dummy 

serves as a stand-in for each of the sentences's,' to 'sn' of 

the sUbstitution class. So the following is but a miniscule 

fragment of the right hand side of (23): 

(24) ('s,' = 's,' & s,) V ('s,' = 's2' & s2) v 

( , s,' = 's3' & s3) v 

NOw, with a little help from 

( 25) 

(26) 

( , s,' 'I' 's2') & (' s,' 'I' 's3') & 

( , s,' = 's,') & (' s2' = 's2') & 

we can derive's,' which is the right-hand side of (22) from 

(24) and derive (24) from's,'. Since premises (25) and (26) 

are truths of logic, we can say that (DTf ) implies all instan

ces of (TS), if we can help ourselves to the tools of in

finitary logic. 
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I want to conclude my presentation of the official 

version of disquotationalism by comparing it with substan

tivism. Earlier, in section 13, I explained that (RS) does 

not imply instances of (TS). Such instances will be implied 

only by (RS) together with sUbstantial contingent premises of 

the form 'X represents the state of affairs that y'. We have 

seen just now that, strictly speaking, in order to derive 

instances of (TS) from (OTf ) we also need additional premises, 

namely (25) and (26). The difference is that the latter 

premises seem to be neither SUbstantial nor contingent; they 

are logical truths. 12 

Note, however, that, compared to (OT*), the disquotation

alist has moved a little bit closer to sUbstantivism. Accor-

ding to both definitions, (RS) and (OT), to say of a sentence 

that it is true involves a claim about that sentence, that is, 

it involves a claim about language. In case of (RS) the claim 

is juicy; in case of (OT) it is not. Furthermore, according 

to both definitions, to say of a sentence that it is true 

involves a relation of the sentence to certain objects. Of 

course, in the case of (OT) this is merely the relation of 

identity. Although this too is a relation to "realty" 

(sentences are part of reality) it is not the relation that 

12 The fact that (OTf ) implies instances of (TS) can be used 
to refute the radical position considered at the end of 
section 12. Assuming that there are sentences, (OTf ) allows 
one to hold that the negation of (1), i.e., 'Every sentence is 
not true', follows from (1) itself and the definition of 
truth. 
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plays such a prominent role in (RS). That relation, Le., the 

relation of representation, typically relates sentences to 

slices of extra-linguistic reality. Only in special cases, 

cases in which the sentences 'that are said to be true are 

metalinguistic will they represent linguistic slices of 

reality. The relation in (DT), on the other hand, relates 

every true sentence to a sentence. This marks a big dif

ference between the two accounts. 

17. Varieties of Deflationism 

Before I discuss the problems of the disquotational definition 

of truth for sentences I want to point out some variants of 

deflationism. These variants can be portrayed easily with the 

help of the sUbstitutional quantifiers which are, of course, 

still understood as infinite listing devices. 

One might propose either of the following two accounts of 

sentence truth: 

(27) X is a true sentence =def [Ep] [X = 'pI & it is a fact that 

p] ; 

X is a true sentence =def [Ep] [X = 'pI & the state of 

affairs that p obtains]. 

These positions can be deflationist in that they are not 

necessarily committed to an ontology of facts or states of 

affairs. (The use of substitutional quantification, or at 

least dummy symbols, probably indicates that the author wants 
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them to be understood in a non-committing way.) Whether they 

are so committed depends on what the right-hand conjuncts in 

the definiens are taken to entail. If we have: 

(28) It is a fact that p iff p; 

The state of affairs that p obtains iff p, 

then there is nothing that commits one to an ontology of facts 

or states of affairs. Fact-talk and state-of-affairs-talk are 

then regarded as a kind of idiom that may have some 

psychological value but is strictly speaking superfluous. 

Such accounts can truly be said to operate with deflationist 

ontologies. Their talk of facts or states of affairs is just 

that: talk. Maybe they can also be said to be misleading. 

If on the other hand we have: 

(29) It is a fact that p iff (E~) (~= the fact that p);, 

The state of affairs that p obtains iff (E~) (~ = the 

state of affairs that p, & ~ obtains), 

then there is an ontological commitment to facts and states of 

affairs. If the explanations in (29) are added to the 

accounts of truth in (27) then they "undo" the ontological 

neutrality of the substitutional quantifiers in the latter. 

The resulting accounts could have been formulated in terms of 

objectual quantification to begin with; that would have been 

less misleading. 

-------------- -----
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Consider also that one might have the idea to propose 

theories of sentence truth that look like (variants of) the 

following: 

(30) X is a true sentence =def [Ep] [X represents (the state of 

affairs) that p, & p]; 

X is a true sentence =def [Ep] [X has the same truth

theoretic content as 'pI, & p]; 

X is a true sentence =def [Ep] [X has as a truth condition 

that p, & p]. 

None of the above theories have to be ontologically 

committed to states of affairs, contents, or truth conditions; 

they can all be construed as ontologically deflationist. 

Nevertheless, they are committed to physicalistically suspect 

ideologies. They contain the notions of representing that p, 

having the content that p, and having as a truth condition 

that p, which call for explanation if the physicalist picture 

of the world is to be maintained. 

The definitions in (30) may lend some support to the 

claim made on p. 77 that the main issue for the physicalist 

will be the ideological one rather than the ontological one. 

The basic question is whether notions like representation, or 

having a content, or having a truth-condition can be explained 

in physical terms. These questions will still be there, even 
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if the ontological question has dropped out away or is not 

taken really seriously. 13 

13 Many who write on the topic of semantic or intentional 
reductionism discuss solely the question of the reducibility 
of notions like representation, content, or truth condition 
and explicitly say that they (somehow) want to be non-commital 
with respect to the ontology involved. I think they are best 
understood as having in mind some account of truth similar to 
the ones under (30). 
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IV. PROBLEMS FOR DISQUOTATIONALISM 

18. Problem One: Finite Statability 

The present version of deflationism is disquotationalism; the 

thesis that truth for sentences is nothing but a disquota

tional device for abbreviating infinite disjunctions and 

conjunctions. The disquotational account of truth is embodied 

in the definition (OT) and its formal paraphrase 

(OTf ) ~ is a true sentence =def [Ep] [~ = 'pI & p], 

in which the substitutional quantifier has to be understood as 

an infinite disjunction, a sentence (or formula) that counts 

as well-formed in infinitary languages. I have tried to show 

in section 16 how the disquotationalist can make good on his 

central claim by using the tools of infinitary logic to derive 

the relevant infinite object-language disjunction. 

So disquotationalism in the form of (OT) and (OTf ) is 

well on its way, if we can help ourselves 'to the tools of in

finitary logic. One might still ask, however, whether we can 

help ourselves to the tools of infinitary logic if our aim is 

to explain what it is for a sentence to be true. Is this not 

a quite flagrant case of explaining what is fairly clear to 

begin with by something that is quite mysterious? Does 

explaining truth in terms of '[Ep][ •.. p ..• ]', that is, in 

terms of (possibly) infinite disjunctions really constitute a 

gain in illumination? In other words, is 'the proposed 
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"explanation" of truth for sentences not plainly unintel

ligible? I must admit that I have no clear answer to this 

question. All I can offer are some rather tentative con-

siderations. 

First a worry. The fact that we can devise a formal 

language in which infinite disjunctions count as well-formed 

formulas does not, by my lights, show that the notion of an 

infinite disjunction is a very clear notion. It only shows 

that we can handle it without falling into inconsistencies. 

Furthermore, the fact that we can devise such languages does 

not dispel the suspicion, if there is such a suspicion, that 

we understand disjunctions and conjunctions with the help of 

the notion of truth, as in (7), or with the help of related 

semantic notions, rather than the other way round. The 

suspicion may be enforced by the consideration that part of 

our reason for thinking that infinitary languages are respec

table is that it is possible to give a model theory for 

logical systems that use such languages (see Keisler 1971). 

But model theory employs the notion of a formula's being true 

under an interpretation which is defined in terms of the 

objects or sets of objects that an interpretation assigns to 

(parts of) the formula. And the notion of interpretation that 

is at work here seems to be a semantic notion that should be 

no less problematic, from the physicalist point of view, than 

any other semantic notions. I think that this is a legitimate 

worry, but it is unclear to me how much force it really has. 
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Second, the sense in which we can "devise" infinitary 

languages is a bit tenuous. For nobody has ever written down 

an infinitely long formula in a literal sense of "writing 

down". This raises the problem of finite statability. Can we 

say that (OT), if it is to be understood in such a way that 

(OTf ) is its formal translation, can really be regarded as a 

definition of truth for sentences? Can we seriously say that 

a definition of truth for sentences has actually been stated? 

Or would we have to say that (OT) is not really the dis

quotationalist definition of sentence truth? Would we rather 

have to say instead that it "replaces", or "indicates", or 

"encodes", a definition that could be stated if we were able 

to speak languages with infinitely long sentences? 

Some remarks made by Leeds and Field seem to suggest that 

something like the latter is what they have in mind: 

The notion of truth is theoretically dispensable-
it does the work that could be done by allowing 
infinite conjunctions and disjunctions in our 
language. (Leeds 1978, p. 128, fn. 10) 

NOw, it is not difficult to imagine other devices 
than 'true' that could be used to express the 
relevant infinite conjunctions and disjunctions. 
One device which expresses the relevant infinite 
conjunctions and disjunctions directly (without the 
need to 'semantically ascend' and talk of sentenc
es) is a substitutional quantifier (with formulas 
and sentences among the substituends). So if 
'true' is simply a device of infinite conjunction, 
then we have a serious need for a predicate of 
truth only because (or, only if) we don't have a 
substitutional quantifier in English. (Field 1986, 
pp. 57f.) 
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The views expressed here may not be entirely clear, but 

they are not unintelligible either. The disquotationalist 

thesis is that that truth for sentences, or rather the truth 

predicate as applied to sentences, is a device for abbrevi

ating infinite lists and, furthermore, that it is nothing but 

such a device. The thesis can be rephrased in terms of the 

claim that truth, or rather the truth predicate, is something 

such that, if we ~ able to spell out infinite lists, we 

could dispense with it, or alternatively, that it is something 

such that if we had (another) device for abbreviating infinite 

lists, we could dispense with truth in favor of this other 

device. 

The above, however, is a relatively weak thesis. As is 

already indicated in the passage from Field, the disquotation

alist could try to go for something stronger. Consider again 

the semi-ordinary-Ianguage definition of sentence truth: 

(DT) ~ is a true sentence -def for some p, ~ is identical with 

'p', and p. 

The disquotationalist could try to claim that we actually 

do already understand the phrase 'for some p', in the way in 

which it is used here, and that we do so independently of our 

understanding of the notion of truth. What does the phrase 

'for some p, p' mean? It means 'Snow is white or grass is 

green or dogs are hungry or, if the sun shines, then it does 

not rain, or 2+2=4 or 2+2=7 or , and §.Q.QD. If this is 
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acceptable (and it is not obvious to me why it should not be, 

although it is also not obvious to me that it is), then the 

finite statability problem is solved. The disquotationalist 

can say that (OT) , along with its formal paraphrase (OT f ) , is 

her definition of truth for sentences which, or so she claims, 

shows truth for sentences to be dispensible. 

Somewhat more cautiously, a disquotationalist could hold 

that although the phrase 'for some p, p' is not part of our 

language, we can make it so, because we can learn how to use 

it. The reason for why we have not done this already is 

obviously, so she would say, that we have the predicate 'true' 

which serves as a metalinguistic stand-in for such device. If 

we wanted to we could prove 'true' to be dispensable by 

learning this new piece of language.' In this case the status 

of (OT) would be somewhat strange. For according to this more 

cautious reply the finite-statability problem is not literally 

solved but could (easily) be solved. (OT) would then be a 

goal to be reached rather than a definition that we already 

have. 

I do not find these stronger claims clearly unacceptable. 

But what if they are? What if the finite-statability problem 

, Leeds would probably agree (1978, p. 128, fn. 10): "I 
want to mention in passing that the idea that we might learn 
to speak a language with infinite conjunctions seems to me not 
ruled out as a practical possibility. What makes a sentence 
an infinite conjunction is not whether, as a physical token, 
it is infinitely long but rather whether it is treated in 

.inferences as an infinite conjunction; finite notations, if 
used in the right way, ru;:g infinite conjunctions." 
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does not even have an "almost" solution? .Is the disquotation

alist then reduced to the weaker thesis that 'true' is a 

predicate such that if we were able to spell out infinite 

lists, which are not, and if we had another way of abbrevi

ating lists, which we do not, then we could dispense with it? 

In this case it would be rather questionable whether one can 

take a "definition" like (OT) seriously. However, there is an 

option for the disquotationalist, and a very important one, 

that would seem to allow him to take seriously an alternative 

disquotationalist definition of sentence truth which is in 

several important respects very close to (OT) , and (OTf ) , but 

does not require us to employ infinite lists or any other 

questionable infinitary device in stating the definition. 

This "way out" would be offered by a Tarski-style recursive 

disquotationalist definition of truth for sentences. 

19. Recursive oisguotationalism 

The possibility of recursive disquotationalism is suggested by 

Tarski's (1935) method of defining truth for sentences. The 

basic idea of recursive truth definitions is well known. From 

our present perspective it can be presented in the following 

way. 

The problem with (O'r) is that it tries to define truth 

for sentences in terms of lists, and that the number of 

sentences for which truth needs to be defined is too large to 

literally write all of them out in a list, for the number is 

136 



infinite. What to do? Many sentences are complex expressions 

that are put together from other sentences. So it seems we 

could shorten our list considerably if we just define truth 

for simple sentences and then specify how the truth or 

falshood of simple sentences depends on the truth or falsehood 

of their parts. This is a good idea but it does not go all 

the way. The idea would work only for languages in which all 

the complex sentences are build from a finite number of simple 

sentences. Defining truth initially for sentences that are 

not put together out of other sentences will, in general, not 

shorten the list because with regards to most languages we 

will still be stuck with infinitely many simple sentences. 

But the situation is not hopeless. Simple sentences, too, are 

complex expressions. Only they are not made up of sentences; 

they are made up of more or less complex singular terms, 

quantifier expressions, and more or less complex general 

terms. Now, if we somehow can account for the complex 

singular terms and general terms in terms of simple singular 

terms and simple general terms, then, it seems, we have 

reached some finite stock of expressions. At least all the 

languages we know of have a finite base vocabulary: infinite 

expressions, if any, are generated by infinite reaplication of 

finite rules to the elements of the finite vocabulary. The 

new idea is promising. It has, however, another drawback. 

'True' applies to sentences only and not to sUbsentential 

parts of sentences. To get around this problem we have to 
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define truth for sentences in terms of semantic relations that 

are appropriate for the subsentential parts of the sentences. 

Let us say that the reference relation is appropriate for 

singular terms, i.e., names, and that the relation of satis-

faction is appropriate for general terms: names refer to 

objects and general terms are satisfied by objects. So what 

have to do is to define truth for simple sentences in terms of 

reference and satisfaction. We can then go on to specify the 

truth values for complex sentences in terms of their simple 

parts. 2 

To lay down a recursive definition of truth with full 

precision brings in some complications and requires some 

technical machinery. To keep things simple, I shall not be 

too precise, and I shall make the simplifying assumption that 

we do not have two- or more place predicates in the language 

for which we want to define truth, so that we do not need to 

bother with variables and infinite sequences. Also I shall 

assume that the only singular terms we have to account for are 

names, that is, I assume that there are no definite descrip

tions or that they can be analyzed in terms of existential 

generalizations. 3 

2 The line of thought contained in this paragraph can be 
found in Tarski (1935, pp. 188f), with the only difference 
that Tarski consider's a language with no names and so does 
not talk about reference at this place. 

3 Precise formulations of various versions of recursive 
truth-definitions can be found in Tarski (1935, section 3); 
Quine (1986, Ch. 3); Field (1972); and McGee (1989, Ch. 3). 
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First we need to specify the formation rules of the 

language for which we want to define 'true sentence'. The 

simple sentences will be sentences that do not contain any 

sentences as parts: singular sentences, i.e., sentences that 

are composed of a name and a general term, and existential 

generalizations, Le., sentences composed of some sort of 

existential quantifier phrase like 'for some object' and a 

general term. All simple sentences are sentences. If ~ is a 

sentence, the result of prefixing ~ with a negation sign 'it 

is not the case that' is also a sentence. If ~ and yare 

sentences, the result of conjoining them with a conjunction 

sign 'and' is also a sentence. This takes care of complex 

sentences that are composed of simple sentences. (We do not 

bother with universal generalizations, disjunctions, condi

tionals and biconditionals because they can be defined in 

terms of what we already have.) But, as we have seen earlier, 

there is not only sentential structure, there is also subsen

tential structure. Simple sentences are also complex expres

sions: they are composed of a name, or an existential quan

tifier phrase, and simple or complex general terms. All 

simple general terms are general terms. If ~ is a general 

term, the result of prefixing ~ with the negation sign 'not' 

is also a general term. If ~ and yare general terms, the 

result of conjoining them with 'and' is also a general term. 

(Again we take disjunction, conditional, and biconditional to 

be definable.) 
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We follow the path outlined in the second paragraph of 

this section and begin by exploiting sentential structure to 

recursively define truth for sentences (postponing considera

tion of subsentential structure): 

(TR) 

(a) If ~ is a simple singular sentence consisting of a name 

y and a general term Z, then ~ is true iff there is an 

object Q such that y refers to Q and Q satifisfies z. 
(b) If ~ is an existential generalization consisting of an 

existential quantifier phrase and a general term y, then 

~ is true iff there is some object Q such that Q satis

fies y. 

(c) If ~ is a negation of a sentence y, then ~ is true iff y. 

is not true. 

(d) If ~ is a conjunction of two sentences y and Z, then ~ is 

true iff y is true and Z is true. 

This is not an explicit definition of truth. We could, 

however make it into one by following a procedure originally 

due to Frege (1979). First we rewrite the predicate '~ is 

true' that occurs in all four clauses as '~ is an element of 

the set of true sentences', so that we can regard the conjunc

tion of (a)-(d) as applying a complex predicate, abbreviated 

as 'TR', to the set of true sentences. Now we can define ~'s 

being true as its being a member of some set g such that g has 

the property specified by 'TR': 
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~ is a true sentence =def (Eg) (~€g & TRg). 

This turns the recursive and implicit first-order definition 

of 'true sentence' given in (TR) into a recursive explicit 

second-order definition of 'true sentence'. 

Insofar as the definition of truth for sentences is 

concerned we are done. But of course we are not really done 

yet. For we have two new and as yet undefined semantic terms: 

reference and satisfaction. These terms need to be defined 

too, otherwise the whole recursive enterprise would have the 

sole result that we have introduced new semantic notions in 

order to explain the notion of truth. 

Satisfaction of complex general terms will be defined 

recursively by exploiting sUbsentential structure, i.e., in 

terms of the satisfaction of constituent simple general terms: 

(SR) 

(a) If ~ is a negation of a general term y, then an object Q 

satisfies ~ iff Q does not satisfy y. 

(b) If ~ is a conjunction of a general term y and a general 

term ~, then an object Q satisfies ~ iff Q satisfies y 

and Q satisfies ~. 

This implicit first-order definition of satisfaction can be 

turned into an explicit second-order definition by a method 

analogous to the one adopted above for truth. Since we have 

stipulated that our language contains no complex singular 
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terms, we do not need an analogous recursion for reference. 

All that remains to be done, is to define satisfaction for 

simple general terms and to define reference for names. The 

schematic principles that do for reference and satisfaction 

what (TS) does for sentence truth are the following: 

(RS) A name In' refers to the object identical with n; 

(SS) A general term 'F' is satisfied by every object that is 

F. 

Considerations about the superiorty of explicit definitions 

over implicit definitions led us to abandon (TS) in favor of 

(OT). Analogous considerations will motivate us now to turn 

the above two schemata into explicit definitions of reference 

and satisfaction. And here comes the crucial step: these 

notions can be def ined expl ici tly and with the help of 

sUbstitutional quantifiers understood as listing devices 

without qualms about infinity: 

(DR) A name X refers to an object Q =def [En] [X = In' & Q = n]; 

(OS) A general term X is satisfied Qy an object Q =def [EF] [X 

= 'F' & Q is F]. 

There is no worry here about the substitutional quantifiers 

because now they are abbreviations for lists that we actually 

could write down. Granted, if the language that we are 

concerned with is like English in that it contains a large 

number of names and simple general terms this would take us a 
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while. But since English, and any langua.ge we know of, 

contains only finitely many simple terms we could in principle 

do it. 4 

It is easy to see that (DR) and (OS) are definitions of 

reference and satisfaction that are disquotational in exactly 

the same sense in which (OT) is disquotational. The resulting 

definition of truth for sentences (TR) , or (TRe ) ,--or rather 

the definition that results from complicating (TR) to make it 

more realistic--is a bleak disquotational definition of truth 

because it defines truth in terms of reference and sat1sfac-

tion and provides a bleak disquotational definition of 

reference, (DR), as well as a bleak disquotational definition 

of satisfaction, (OS): deflation is transitive, it permeates 

from satisfaction to truth. In the context of the debate 

between deflationism and sUbstantivism the difference between 

this recursive disquotational construction and the direct 

disquotational definition (OT) , or (OTf ) , is minor. The 

latter expresses the same deflationist attitude towards truth 

as does the former. The only difference is that the former 

avoids worries about finite statability. So it can fairly be 

4 The construction given in the text deviates in many ways 
from the ones in the literature mentioned in footnote 3. 
Besides the fact that I have simply left out relational 
general terms, my construction uses reference, satisfaction, 
and truth in the recursion (TR). This makes it much more 
cumbersome than standard Tarskian constructions that run the 
whole recursion on a broader notion of satisfaction which is 
used to define reference and applies to open and closed 
sentences. I prefer my aesthetically unpleasing method 
because its structure mirrors the intuitive reasoning of the 
second paragraph of this section. 
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said that even a recursive disquotationalist can adopt (DT) as 

a good approach to what he thinks about truth. 5 

It seems, then, that (TR) provides a way out for the 

disquotationalist who is not satisfied with (DT) because of 

worries about finite statability. However, this way out is 

bought at some cost. If the recursive disquotationalist wants 

to offer an explicit definition of truth for sentences, he has 

to buy into an ontology of sets because turning the implicit 

definition (TR) into the explicit definition (TRe) involves 

quantification over sets (and the same holds for an explicit 

definition of satisfaction). Note that this commitment to 

sets cannot be avoided by reinterpreting the existential 

quantifier in (TRe) substitutionally becaus~ such a reinter

pretation would bring back infinite lists and would, there-

fore, do away with the advantage the recursive construction is 

supposed to have over the non-recursive definition (DT). But 

maybe this would not be perceived as a very bad problem. For, 

as I said earlier (see section 11), many physicalists are 

prepared to accept an ontology of sets (although, I think, not 

for very good reasons). 

However, (TR) and (TRe) face two further problems that 

(DT) does not face. The recursive definition is restricted in 

two awkward ways in which (OT) is not restricted. 

5 Quine, I would say, is a recursive disquotationalist with 
the only proviso that he does not like to use a definition 
like (OT) as a rough approach to "the real thing" because he 
does not like substitutional quantification (cf., for example, 
his 1970). 
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First, since (TR) is a structural definition, it is 

geared towards a language, or conglomerate of languages, that 

possess a certain structure. At least it presupposes that a 

specific type of syntactic structure is present in the 

language(s) for which truth is to be defined; roughly, subject 

predicate structure, the presence of quantificational devices, 

and the possibility to build complex expressions by way of 

negation and conjunction. The truth of sentences the struc

ture of which cannot be captured in this way will be left 

undefined. (It is, for example, questionable whether senten

ces containing adverbial modifiers can be accounted for in a 

framework like the one presupposed in (TR).) The non-struc

tural definition (DT) does better on the score of flexibility. 

The only thing it presupposes is that a language has senten

ces; it is quite insensitive to their inner structure. 

Second, (TR) has notorious problems with capturing 

expressions that are not truth-functional or not satisfaction

functional. Consider a sentence connective like 'because'. 

How does the truth or untruth of 'p because q' depend on the 

truth or untruth of its simple parts? In no easy way, as one 

can see from the fact that one can make an untruth out of a 

true instance of 'p because q' by substituting a truth for a 

truth at the place of 'q'. 

Furthermore, assume we would enlarge our definition (TR) 

to make room for two-place predicates. What are we to do with 

a term like 'believes', or 'believes that'. We cannot simply 
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construe 'n believes that p' as a mixed satisfaction/truth

functional operator because whether an objcet Q satisfies '~ 

believes that p' does not depend on the truth or untruth of 

'pl. Also we cannot define it substitutionally as 

[p][An object Q satisfies 'believes that p' iff Q 

believes that p, 

because this would bring us back to infinite lists and the 

sole advantage of (TR) over (DT) would be lost. So it seems 

we would have to regard ' bel ieves ' just 1 ike any other 

relation relating two objects to each other: 

Objects Q and ~ (in this order) satisfy 'believes' iff 

Q believes ~. 

But if we want to use this satisfaction clause in (TR) we need 

to know what kind of obj ects are referred to by the that

clauses that can be sUbstituted for the objectual variable 

'~'. 

The idea that that-clauses refer to some set-theoretic 

constructions of concrete objects will not do because 'be

lieves' is not satisfaction-functional with respect to its 

right hand place. Assume that 'that snow is white' refers to 

the ordered pair <snow, {~: ~ is white}>. Assume furthermore 

that {~: ~ is white} = {~: ~'s surface reflects light of all 

wavelengths}. Now, the ordered pair <snow, {~: ~'s surface 

reflects light of all wavelengths}> should be the object 
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referred to by 'that snow's surface reflects light of all 

wavelengths'. Under these plausible assumptions, we get the 

incorrect result that Q believes that snow is white if and 

only if Q believes that snow's surface reflects light of all 

wavelengths. So if we want to treat 'believes' as a two place 

predicate we have to regard that-clauses as referring to 

things that are more finely individuated than set-theoretic 

constructions of concrete obj ects. But what could such things 

be other than states of affairs or something of their kin? 

In general, 'believes' and other general terms that are 

not satisfaction-functional threaten to destroy either (TR) 's 

bleakness or its advantage over (DT). Much the same goes for 

sentential connectives that are not truth-functional. (DT) is 

untouched by such problems because they arise at a level that 

lies bellow the level at which it operates. 

The problems raised here are not entirely decisive. I 

have no proof that they cannot be treated within the framework 

of a bleak recursive disquotational definition of truth for 

sentences. On the other hand, these problems have turned out 

to be quite recalcitrant to any such treatment. So I think 

that the comparison between (DT) and (TR) results in a stand

off. Both raise some difficult problems which, I think, 

cannot clearly be shown to speak decisively against one and 

for the other. 

In the face of this situation I resolve to stick to (DT), 

but mostly for expository reasons. As we have just seen, it 
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has some advantages over (TR). The finite-statability problem 

does not obviously render it unacceptable, but even if it 

turned out that we have to trade (DT) for (TR), it would still 

provide a good approximation to the disquotationalist posi

tion. Furthermore, (DT) is easier to handle then (TR) and the 

difference between the two is in any case not of major 

importance for the debate between deflationism and subs tan

tivism. 

20. Recursive SUbstantivism and Recursive Disguotationalism 

I want to make a remark on how recursive constructions like 

the one sketched in the preceeding section bear on the 

discussion between sUbstantivism and deflationism in the 

theory of truth. 

If one looks at the recursive construction outlined above 

it should become obvious that the construction is completely 

neutral with respect to the debate between substantivism and 

deflationism YR to the point where reference and satisfaction 

are defined disquotationally by way of (DR) and (DS).6 These 

two definitions demarcate the dividing line between a recur

sive sUbstantivist and a recursive disquotationalist. 

If she wants to, the proponent of a sUbstantive theory of 

truth for sentences can make use of the recursive construction 

herself up to (DR) and (OS). Being a substantivist, she will 

propose sUbstantive definitions of reference and satisfaction 

6 This point was made forcefully in Field's (1972). 
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in place of the disquotational definitions of these notions. 

That is, she will propose definitions that follow the rela

tion-to-reality pattern by invoking some further relation or 

relations in order to explain the notions of reference and 

satisfaction. Such a theory will result in a sUbstantive 

theory of truth because truth will be defined in terms of 

reference and satisfaction which in turn will be defined in 

terms of some relations that linguistic expressions bear to 

reality. 

A sUbstantive account of reference and satisfaction 

could, for example, be developed along the following lines. 

First, define reference in terms of satisfaction. This could 

be done by saying that a name ~ refers to an object Q just in 

case the object uniquely satisfies a certain general term, for 

example, the general term that is composed of the identity 

sign followed by the name ~.7 Second, define satisfaction by 

saying that an object satisfies a general term just in case it 

7 This is the way in which Tarski (1935, p. 194 fn. 1) and 
Quine (1970, p. 25f) propose to do away with the relation of 
reference in favor of satisfaction. (Of course, Quine would 
then go on to give a disquotational definition of satisfac
tion.) The reader will be familiar with other proposals for 
handling names and the relation of reference. Frege (1892) 
and Carnap (1947) held that each name is synonymous to a 
general term (a definite description) that does not;:ontain 
that name but is satisfied uniquely by the object named, so 
that the name's referring to an object can be explained in 
terms of the object's satisfying this general term. Kripke 
(1972) wants to resist the idea that names are synonymous to 
such general descriptions and hence wants to resist the idea 
that reference could be explained in terms of the satisfaction 
of such descriptions. He thinks that the relation of refer
ence should be explained by invoking causal-intentional 
chains. 
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has the property represented by the general term. A physica

list will have problems with this theory because of its 

ideology of representation and maybe also because of its 

ontology of properties. He will have to look for physicalis

tic reductions of these notions. Assuming that he does not 

find any, he will have to turn to eliminativism which will 

lead him to (recursive) disquotationalism. 

I think one can easily see that the overall situation 

here is quite analogous to the situtation that was outlined in 

the first chapter with respect to truth for sentences. So I 

do not need to discuss recursive substantivism at any length. 

Instead of carrying out the debate between sUbstantivism and 

deflationism on the level of truth, it could be carried out on 

the level of reference and satisfaction. 

Would there be any advantage for the sUbstantivist in 

preferring a sUbstantive version of (TR) over his representa

tion-of-states-of-affairs definition (RS)? This is somewhat 

hard to say. (TR) has the disadvantage of presupposing some 

specific structural elements in the language (s) for which 

truth is to be defined. But the limitations of the sUbstan

tivist's version of (TR) will not be as severe as the limita

tions of the disquotationalist' s version. This is because the 

substantivist's definition of reference and satisfaction, 

unlike (DR) and (OS), do not require us to list the base 

vocabulary of the language(s) under consideration, hence, they 

will not be geared towards the specific vocabulary at a 
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specific stage of development of the language(s) in ,question. 

So there is still inflexibility, but it iS'not as bad as in 

the disquotationalist version of (TR). 

The second problem that arises in connection with (TR) 

for the disquotationalist, the problem of non-truth-functional 

and non-satisfaction-functional operators would presumably be 

not S2 bad for the sUbstantivist as it is for the disquota

tionalist because the former already accepts states of 

affairs. This, however, does not show that there would be no 

problem at all for the sUbstantivist. It is well known that 

giving a plausible account of 'believes' is no mean feat even 

if one has states of affairs to work with. 

The substantivist's version of (TR) and especially his 

definitions of reference and satisfaction may be regarded as 

a first step towards an explanation of the notion of represen

ting a state of affairs that occurs in (RS) , a possiblity that 

was swiftly mentioned under (g) in section 7 and under (g) in 

section 8. On such an account, the relation of representation 

that holds between sentences and states of affairs would be 

seen as being explained in terms of, first, the relations of 

reference and satisfaction that hold between the simple parts 

of simple sentences and certain objects, and second, the 

recursions that are necessary to reach the general notion of 

truth for sentences in general. states of affairs would then 

be reduced to, say, ordered pairs of objects (or properties) 

and properties. If making such an intermediate step turns out 
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to be necessary for providing a reasonable account of the 

representation relation that holds between sentences and 

states of affairs, then it will be adavantagious for the 

sUbstantivist to take this route. On the other hand, if he 

also wants to give a general definition of truth for all kinds 

of truth-bearers, then the structural recursive strategy might 

create new problems because there might not be a workable 

account of the structure of statements, beliefs, and thoughts. 

I shall not go any deeper into the advantages and 

dissadvantages a recursive definition might present to the 

sUbstantivist because this would take us too far off the main 

road of the present inquiry. I see no good reason for 

thinking that this topic is of very great relevance in the 

discussion between substantivism and deflationism. 

21. Problem Two: Foreigners and Isolationism 

I suggest that for the purpose of the following discussion we 

concentrate on the non-structural disquotationalist definition 

of sentence truth. If the structural definition is preferred 

in spite of its problems one may regard my use of (DT) as mere 

expository convenience. The points that I am going to raise 

will apply straightforwardly to the recursive disquotational 

construction that was sketched in section 19 in virtue of 

applying straightforwardly to its disquotational base clauses 

(DR) and (OS). 
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So let us return now to our disquotationalist definition 

of sentence truth (DT). Or rather let us ret~rn, for the sake 

of brevity, to its formal paraphrase (DTf ) which, from now on, 

I shall regard as interchangeable with (DT), a move that 

allows me to drop the index to make room needed for new 

indices: 

(DT) ~ is a true sentence =def [EpJ[~ = Ipl & pJ. 

The definition raises an issue that I have skirted completely 

until now. substitutional quantification makes sense only if 

the set of expressions that constitutes the SUbstitution class 

for the dummy letters is somehow specified. The question is: 

How is the sUbstitution class for the dummy I p I in (DT) 

specified? 

Note that in his account of disquotationalism, Quine 

shows himself to be aware of this question: "the truth 

predicate has its use", he says in the passage already quoted 

on p. 118, "if we want to affirm some infinite lot of senten

ces that we can demarcate only by talking about the sentences" 

(my emphasis). In our reconstruction of what dis

quotationalism is up to (pp. 119-121 of section 16) this point 

played an essential role. The move from 

(15) 

( 16) 

(~) (F~ ~ ~ is true), 

(E~) (F~ & ~ is true), 

to the infinite conjunction and disjunction 
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(17) ('5,' is true) & ('52' is true) & ('53' is true) & 

(18) ('5,' is true) v ('52' is true) v ('53' is true) v 

relied on the idea that the sentences in the latter are 

exactly those that have feature F, the feature that appears in 

(15) and (16). The feature is used to "demarcate the infinite 

lot of sentences that we can demarcate only by talking about 

sentences". When we turned Quine's account of disquotation

alism into a definition that employs substitutional quantifi

cation understood as an infinite listing device the feature 

went into the specification of the sUbstitution class of the 

substitutional dummies (cf. (21». What is this feature F for 

(DT)? 

The position of the dummy 'p' in the definiens of (DT) 

indicates that the substitution class for 'p' must be a set 

containing sentences. This much is hardly surprising. But 

when we ask for further specification of this set problems 

arise. Can it be that the sUbstitution class for 'p' is just 

the set of sentences, that is, can it be that the feature F is 

just the feature of being g sentence? Hardly; for at least 

two reasons. 

First, if any sentence can be sUbstituted for 'p', then 

COT) will not provide a "normal" speaker S with any explana

tion at all of what it could be for a sentence to be true, 

because COT) will not be intelligible for S. Let S be me, and 

let '?' abbreviate a sentence that I do not understand. 

According to (DT), truth, or 'true sentence', is an infinite 

-- ------ -------
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disquotational listing device, Le., a roundabout way of 

abbreviating infinite conjunctions and disjunctions of object

language sentences. If we allow any sentence whatsoever in 

the sUbstitution class of 'p' then, once the right hand side 

of (OT) is expanded, very many of the disjuncts will come to 

look like the right hand side of 

(31) ~ is true iff ... v (~= '?' & ?) v 

The problem is that I simply do not understand these parts of 

the expansion because I do not understand the second conjuncts 

of their right hand side. since (OT) is supposed to be 

nothing over and above its completed expansion, it follows 

that I do riot understand it either. (OT) simply does not 

explain to me what sentence truth is. This is, in a way, a 

pragmatical point but it is not less forcefull: an "expla

nation" that I do not understand does not explain anything to 

me. The point is almost entirely general; it holds for every 

"normal" speaker. The only exception would be an "abnormal" 

speaker, one who simply understands every language. So (OT) 

could yield an explanation of truth for sentences only for 

speakers who understand every language. 

Second, even if I were such an abnormal speaker who 

understands every language so that COT) would be intelligible 

to me, (OT) would not be home free; it would be incorrect. If 

a language L contains a sentence that is identical with the 

English sentence 'Snow is white' but has the content that 
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whales are fish, then this sentence would be true, according 

to (OT). And worse, it would also be untrue. For the 

sentence is identical with one that I affirm, the English 

sentence 'Snow is white', and also identical with one that I 

deny, namely itself. 

The two problems show clearly that the sUbstitution class 

for 'pI 

assumed. 

must be specified more restrictively than we have 

It cannot merely be the set of sentences. with the 

first problem in mind, one is 1 ike1y to come up with the 

following more restrictive specification: in order for (OT) 

to be an explanation for a speaker S, the SUbstitution class 

for 'pI should contain all and only the sentences that S 

understands. This idea makes good intuitive sense, given that 

ununderstood "explanations" can hardly count as explanations. 

But under a natural reading of 'understanding' the specifica

tion is probably too restrictive. There are sentences of my 

language that I do not understand, not because I lack the 

vocabulary, but merely because they are too long, or syntac

tically too complex for me to grasp. These are sentences that 

I do not in fact understand but that I could understand (in an 

admittedly idealized sense of 'being able to understand') 

without learning a new language. Such sentences belong to my 

idiolect. So let us say that the SUbstitution class for 'pI 

should be restricted to the sentences of my idiolect, and let 

us interpret 'sentences that I understand' in the sense of 

'sentences that belong to my idiolect'. Restriction of the 
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substitution class for 'p' to the sentences I understand, in 

this extended sense, will solve the first of the two problems 

mentioned above. 

Note that restricting the sUbstitution class to an "of

ficial" language like English would not do for present 

purposes. Talk about official languages at this point would 

be a distorting idealization. The problem that gives rise to 

the restriction is not about sentences that belong to an 

official language that a given speaker does not (or could not) 

understand. The problem is simply about sentences that a 

given speaker does not (or could not) understand. such 

sentences can belong to the speaker's mother tongue which is 

certainly an official language we would normally say he 

understands, even if the speaker does not have full command of 

its whole vocabulary. On the other hand, official languages 

that a speaker does not understand may contain a considerable 

number of sentences that he does understand. So restricting 

the SUbstitution class to an official language like English 

would be at once too wide and too narrow. It would take in 

all the sentences of English that I do not understand, and it 

would exclude all the sentences of other languages that I do 

understand. My idiolect contains parts of different official 

languages but does not contain all of any official language. 

The result of the restriction to my idiolect is, of course, 

that the right hand side of the expansion of (DT) will contain 

a hodgepodge of sentences of different official languages. 

157 



But that does not matter; it will contain the sentences of ~ 

language. However, the second problem is still with us, and 

a new problem arises: 

Foreign intruders. Take any speaker S whose idiolect is 

L. According to COT), a sentence of a language different from 

L comes out true if it just happens to be identical with a 

true sentence of L. Let the speaker be me. My idiolect, M, 

contains a part of English. If any language that does not 

belong to my idiolect contains a sentence that is identical to 

'snow is white' but has the content that all whales are fish, 

then this sentence will be a foreign intruder. It will come 

out true according to COT). Foreign intruders show, so the 

objection, that the definiens of COT) does not constitute a 

sufficient condition for sentence truth. 

Isolationism. Not enough sentences from languages other 

than SIS idiolect L come out true, according to COT), because 

there are not enough sentences from languages other than L 

that are identical with sentences of L. Take again my 

idiolect M. COT), if restricted to M, will probably not allow 

for any Korean sentence to be true, for it is highly unlikely 

that any Korean sentence is identical with any sentence of M. 

And similarly for very many other languages. The isolation 

problem shows, so the objection, that the definiens of COT) 

does not constitute a necessary condition for sentence truth. 

Some remarks about these objections are in order. The 

objections are actually somewhat more vivid and more realistic 
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if raised against the disquotationalist definition of satis

faction (OS) for general terms. For there. actually are quite 

a few general terms in English that are identical with general 

terms in other languages but have different content in English 

than in those other languages (foreign intruders), while at 

the same time, there are all in all rather few general terms 

in English that also occur in other languages (isolation). 

Notice that the above objections do not depend in any way 

on the fact that (OT) itself is formulated in English part of 

which is part of my idiolect. Take any translation of (OT) 

into any arbitrary language of any arbitrary speaker whose 

idiolect does not comprise every sentence of every language. 

For every such speaker both problems will arise. 

There is a presupposition underlying both obj ections 

concerning the interpretation of the the notion of identity 

that occurs in the phrase '~= 'p". Both objections presup

pose that this phrase is not to be interpreted as '~ has the 

gmg truth -theoret ic content as ' p' , . If it were, the 

obj ections could not get off the ground. The assumption 

needed to generate a foreign intruder, namely that there is a 

sentence that has the content that all whales are fish but is 

identical to 'Snow is white', would be contradictory. And the 

assumption needed for the isolation objection, namely that 

there are very few sentences that are identical to a given 

idiolect L would be false. The presupposition is, of course, 
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justified in the present context: a disquotationalist cannot 

spell out 'X = 'p" in terms of content. 

It should be clear that neither the foreign-intruder 

problem nor the isolation problem will arise for a substantive 

theory of truth. The RS-theorist can do exactly what the 

disquotationalist cannot do: she can put ' has the same 

content as' in place of 'X = 'p". So here we have an 

argument to the effect not only that disquotationalism does 

not work, but also to the effect that substantivism is 

superior to disquotationalism as a theory of truth. 

Finally, it should be clear that the objections have a 

way of complementing each other. Any solution to the foreign

intruder problem is likely to be promising to the extent to 

which it invokes restrictions that exclude foreign intruders. 

But that means that a solution to the foreign-intruder problem 

will be promising to the extent to which it will make the 

isolation problem worse. conversely, strategies for making 

the isolation problem less severe are likely to make the 

foreign-intruder problem worse. You get rid of isolation by 

being more open to foreigners, and you get rid of foreigners 

by enforcing isolation. 

22. Indexing Truth 

How strong are the objections raised in the preceding section? 

Field would claim that the foreign-intruder problem is based 

on a misconstrual of the disquotationalist's position. Since 
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the sUbstitution class of the dummy in (OT) has to be restric

ted to the sentences one understands, it follows that (OT) 

cannot be interpreted as characterizing a truth predicate 

applicable to every language. Rather, it has to be inter

preted as defining a truth predicate that make~ sense only gg 

applied to sentences QDg understands (Field 1986, p. 58): 

the point isn't merely the rather trivial one that 
we don't normally know whether to apply 'true' to 
sentences we don't understand; it is that it makes 
no sense to wonder whether such sentences are true 
in the disquotational sense, for we can no more 
understand the claim that a sentence is disquota
tionallv true than we can understand the sentence 
itself. 8 

Let us again interpret talk about the sentences S understands 

as talk about SiS idiolect. Field's reply, then, says that 

the predicate defined in (OT) is defined only for sentences of 

SiS idiolect. Let us see what the reply amounts to. 

Assume again that 'M' stands for my idiolect, and assume 

that 'M-sentence' stands for the sentences of my idiolect. 

Consider now the following principle: 

(~) (~ is a M-sentence ~ 

~ is a true M-sentence ~ [Ep]M[~ = 'p' & p]), 

where the index in '[Ep]M' indicates that the SUbstitution 

class for 'pi is the set of M-sentences, so that the right 

hand side of the biconditional says that ~ is identical with 

8 Field (1986 p. 56-59) construes what he calls pure dis
quotationalism in this way; see also Leeds (1978). 
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an M-sentence 'p' and p. One might think that this principle 

underlies the idea that truth, as defined by (DT), is defined 

only for the sentences of one's idiolect. But, as stated the 

principle reflects merely the idea that the notion of truth in 

question applies to all sentences of my idiolect. In order to 

get the 'only' part, one has to add the claim that for every 

~ if ~ is not a M-sentence then it is not a true M-sentence. 

The conjunction of this claim with the above principle implies 

the following revised disquotationalist definition: 

(DT+) ~ is a true M-sentence =def ~ is aM-sentence & 

[Ep)H[~ = 'p' & pl· 

But this definition is problematic. Take again the sentence 

'Snow is white' which belongs to the part of English that is 

part of my idiolect but also belongs to this strange language 

N in which it has the content that all whales are fish. This 

sentence is a true M-sentence. But it also fails to be a true 

M-sentence while at the same time fulfilling all the condi

tions stated at the right hand side of (DT+). It seems that 

the definition does not get rid of foreign intruders at all. 

The problem is a problem about negation. If, as the 

disquotationalist has to hold, I do not understand the result 

of applying 'true', as defined by COT), to a sentence that 

does not belong to my idiolect, what about the result of 

applying 'not true' to such a sentence? Of course, I should 

not understand that either, otherwise the disquotationalist 

._-._-_._---
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cannot avoid the foreign-intruder problem. But what if there 

are sentences that are both, foreign N-sentences and homely M

sentences? Should we say that we simply do not understand 

applications of 'true' or 'not true' to such sentences? Or do 

we have to say that we do and do not understand applications 

of 'true' or 'not true' to such sentences? Nei ther is 

acceptable. 

The only way I can see to get out of this problem is to 

claim that there are no such sentences. The disquotationalist 

needs to hold that a sentence of N may have the ~ shape and 

the same syntactic structure as a sentence of M but that it 

cannot be the same sentence. Intuitively speaking, the M

sentence 'Snow is white' comes out true because it stands in 

the ~ M-sentence relation to one of the true sentences of 

my idiolect, while the N-sentence 'Snow is white' does not 

come out true because it fails to stand in the §gIDg M-sentence 

relation to any sentence of my idiolect. This, then, is the 

sense in which truth is supposed to be defined only for 

sentences that I understand. Sentences that I do not under

stand always come out as untrue because they cannot count as 

the same sentence as any sentence that I do understand. The 

work of excluding foreigners is supposed to be done by the 

conjunction 'X is aM-sentence & X is 'pI' which requires X to 

be the same M-sentence as 'pl. 

The upshot of this is that the disquotationalist defini

tion defines a simple truth predicate the application of which 
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is restricted to sentences of my idiolect M; this predicate 

may be called 'trueH': 

~ is a truen sentence =def ~ is aM-sentence & 

[Ep] H [~ = , p , & p]. 

It is important to realize that the references to me and my 

idiolect are not merely a matter of exposition. (DTH) defines 

my truth predicate 'trueH', and this is no joke. You have 

another truth predicate, say 'trueN'--defined by a definition 

(DTN)--that applies to all and only the sentences that belong 

to your idiolect N, and so on for every speaker. The various 

truth-predicates may look the same superficially, that is, for 

English speakers they all look like this: 'true', but they 

are really different. 

What does the indexing move achieve? It certainly puts 

a lot of weight on the notion of being-a-M-sentence, and one 

might be suspicious about that. The foreign-intruder problem 

is supposedly solved by bringing in this notion. How will the 

disquotationalist account for it? I shall return to this 

question. In the meantime it should be noticed that the 

isolation problem has become somewhat more severe (not surpri

singly). And there is also a new problem, but let us take one 

at a time. 

First, (DTH) defines truthH, but the latter never applies 

to sentences that I do not understand (or, alternatively, the 

latter does not make sense for sentences that I do not 
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understand). Given that I do not understand any sentences of 

swedish, what do I say when I,say that some Swedish sentences 

are true? Admitting that not-understood sentences can be true 

but that the notion of truth that is at work here cannot be 

accounted for is not an option for the disquotationalist. It 

would mean to abandon physicalism. The disquotationalist has 

to claim that the only truth predicate we have is one that 

applies only to sentences we understand. Hence, saying of 

sentences that I do not understand that they are true is never 

true (or gibberish): Truth, at least for me, just is trut~. 

The latter notion is the only notion of truth that I have and 

it is not applicable to anything beyond my idiolect. The 

reply tries to "outsmart" the isolation problem by boldly 

embracing radical isolationism. 

This bold outsmarting maneuver is very bold. The claim 

that truthH is my notion of truth seems obviously false. The 

claim that for every sentence I?' that I do not understand the 

sentence 'I?' is true' does make sense and may very well be 

true. True sentences that do not belong to one's idiolect are 

straightforward counterexamples to the form of disquotation

alism that is presently under consideration. 

Second, the indexing version of disquotationalism implies 

that any two people who do not understand exactly the same 

sentences have a different notion of truth. This makes it 

highly unlikely that any two people have the same notion of 

truth. For it is highly unlikely that anyone understands 
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exactly the same mixture of English, German, French, Italian, 

and Latin as I do, and something similar will probably be true 

for everybody. 

Note that the predicate 'trueM' that is defined in (DTM) 

is very different from the relativized notion of truth that 

was introduced in section 9 as a refinement of the substantive 

definition of truth. The problem that gave rise to the 

relativization was of course rather similar to the foreign-

intruder problem: both are problems involving languages a 

given speaker does not understand. Superficially the sug-

gested solution to the present problem even looks similar to 

the solution suggested in section 9. But this impression is 

misleading. A relativized truth definition is not an option 

for the disquotationalist. Such a definition would have to 

define a two-place predicate '~ is true in i, where 'i' ranges 

over all idiolects. The definition would again be unintel

ligible to any normal speaker who does not understand every 

language; it would have to amount to the same as a vast 

disjunction containing all sentences of all languages. 

'TrueM' is an indexed but not relativized predicate; the 

position of , , M cannot be "quantified into". 'True' is a oneH 

place predicate that is defined in terms of a list of sentenc

es of my idiolect M. Strictly speaking, it is not intelligi-

ble to anyone who does not speak exactly the same idiolect as 

I do. So in all likelyhood nobody has the same notion of 

truth that I have. 
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One might, howevGr, be satisfied with thinking that 

although it is unlikely that anyone will have the same notion 

of truth that a given speaker S has, there will often be con

siderable overlap between the sentences S understands and the 

sentences S' understands. So the notions of truth for Sand 

S' will be similar. Of course, such an overlap will not 

always be there: Sand SIll'"~ may share no sentence what

soever, hence they will have completely different notions of 

truth. One might try to make the thesis more pallatable by 

observing that there could be a chain of overlaps that reaches 

from S to S' to to SIt I'll, so that there is a chain of 

similar notions of truth. However, such a chain will not 

always be there, and there will be many cases in which the 

chain will be very thin. Anyway, it is hard to see how the 

existence of such a chain of overlaps can make the claim that 

Sand S' , , , " have different notions of truth more pallatable. 

The disquotationalist might hold that even though 

different speakers will have different notions of truth, this 

is not really a problem because the different notions play the 

same role. Truth, for each speaker, plays the role of an 

infinite disquotational listing device. This reply, however, 

works only if the disquotationalist can specify the common 

role that is played by the different notions of truth. As far 

as I can see, she cannot do this. It is not hard to specify 

the role played by ~ notion of truth. This can be done in 

the following way. Take the universal generalization: 
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(32) <.~) (X is a true" sentence ++ X is aM-sentence & [Ep]M[X 

= 'pi & p]). 

This generalization can be used to specify the role played by 

my notion of truth. The role is given by the second-order 

property that (32) ascribes to the notion of truthH• The 

property is 

(33) the property of being a notion ¢, such that 

(X) (X falls under ¢ ++ X is aM-sentence & [Ep]M[X = 
'p'&p]). 

The notion of truthH plays this role because it has the 

specified property. Now, (33) allows me to say that I can 

have different notions that all play the role played by my 

notion of truth, i. e., that all play the "disquotation role" 

for me. For a notion to play this role it is necessary and 

sufficient that it has the property specified in (33), and 

there can be more than one notion that has this property. 

The problem with the disquotationalist's reply is that 

(33) does not allow me to say that anyone else's notion can 

play the role specified in (33), because the substitutional 

quantifier in (33) is still restricted to my idiolect. Take 

another speaker N, whose notion of truth is defined in a 

definition (DTN). The role his notion of truth plays for him 

can be specified by an expression (33') that differes from 

(33) in that it has 'N' where (33) has 'M' and in that its 
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substitutional quantifier is restricted to N's idiolect. A 

number of different notions of N may play the same role that 

truthN plays for N. But if N's idiolect does not signifi

cantly overlap with mine, then (33') specifies a vastly 

different role than (33). Having almost nothing in common, 

they can hardly be said to specify the same property. N can 

have no notion that for him plays ~e role that is specified 

in (33) as the role truthH plays for me. 

Trying to specify the common role disjunctively does not 

help much either. Admittedly, the following expression 

specifies a property that is shared by my notion of truth and 

N's notion of truth: 

(34) the property of being a notion ~, such that 

{(~) (~ falls under ~ # ~ is aM-sentence & [Ep]H[~ 

= 'pi & p])} 

v 

{(~) (~ falls under ~ # ~ is aN-sentence & [Ep]N[~ 

= 'pi & p])} 

But (34) only reminds us that two objects can share a certain 

property (e.g., being red and round m;: green and square) 

without having anything interesting in common. Furthermore, 

(34), once it is completed to account for everyone's notion of 

truth is not intelligible to anyone. The substitutional 

quantifiers in each disjunct will be restricted to the 

respective idiolects of the respective speakers, most of which 

169 



are not intelligible to the other speakers. The sense in 

which the notions of truth of different speakers can have the 

same role for the different speakers is tenuous to the 

extreme. 

Third, the isolation problem arises not only with respect 

to languages other than my own. It also arises with respect 

to languages other than my own present language. If at some 

point in the future I acquire a new word so that my idiolect 

contains a simple sentence that it does not contain now, then 

(DTH) does not apply to my new idiolect M'. So the parts of 

my future idiolect that are not contained in my present 

idiolect cannot come out to be true according to (DTH). They 

will be true according to a new definition (DTH.) of the notion 

of truthH., but this notion will not be the same as the notion 

of truthH, altough it is likely to be rather similar to truthH 

because M' is likely to be similar to M. 

Fourth, the disquotationalist has no way in to state his 

own thesis such that it applies to anyone beyond himself at 

the present moment. All he has is a list of different indexed 

definitions, one for each speaker at a time, that define truth 

for the respective speakers at the respective times. But it 

would seem that nobody really understands this list. Further

more, nobody understands what the different definitions have 

in common, because what they do have in common is what is 

specified in (34) which is unintelligible to every normal 

speaker. Disquotationalism is, then, somewhat similar to 
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solipsism; it is a theory that I can understand and believe 

only as applied to myself now. Oisquotationalism is a rather 

radical thesis. 

23. Problem Three: Falsehood, Ambiguity, and Indicativeness 

What, according to (OT) is falsehood for sentences? There are 

two possibilities. Either falsehood is defined as the absence 

of truth, i.e., simply as the negation of the definiens of 

(OT), or falsehood is defined in a way structurally analogous 

to the way in which it was defined for the representation 

theory: 

(OF) X is a false sentence =def [Ep] [X = 'p' & -.p], 

This definition will have the result that for any given 

sentence X, X is false only if X is not true, Assume that a 

sentence X is false in virtue of its,being identical with's,' 

while -.s" There cannot be another sentence 's2' such that X 

is identical with 's2' and s2' for that could only be the case 

if it were possible that 'S2' = 's,' which is not possible. 

Hence for every sentence X, if X = 's,' and -.s" then -.[Ep][X 

= 'p' & pl. So neither way of defining falsehood can distin

guish false sentences from sentences that are merely not true. 

I have already claimed in section 5 that there are 

sentences which are both true and false, namely sentences like 

'A seal was responsible for the Challenger disaster' and 

'Husbands are necessarily married'. What should the dis-
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quotationalist say about such sentences? Saying that they are 

both true and not-true is inconsistent. Moving to definitions 

like (DTM) and restricting the application of the truth 

predicate to idiolects of speakers will not help in this case. 

The true-and-false phenomenon is an intra-language phenomenon. 

It cannot be handled by sealing off a language, or an idio

lect, from languages that count as foreign from the point of 

view of the language, or idiolect, under consideration. 

The disquotationalist has a problem explaining how there 

could be sentences that are both true and false. The RS-

theorist has, of course, no such problem. She can allow 

herself to explain the fact that some sentences are both true 

and false by pointing out that they are ambiguous, i.e., have 

different contents, an explanation to which the disquotation

alist is not entitled. So here we have another argument that 

purports to show that disquotationalism does not work and that 

the RS-theory is superior. 

How could the disquotationalist get rid of ambiguity? He 

would have to restrict the applicability of the truth predi

cate defined in (DT). This time he would have to index to 

unambiguous sentences, that is, he would have to hold that 

truth is applicable only to sentences that are not both true 

and false. Given that we already have (DTM), the restriction 

can be put into my idiolect M, with the result that the notion 

of truthM applies only to the unambiguous sentences of my 

idiolect. The method will create additional isolation by 
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making it impossible that ambiguous sentences that I under~ 

stand can be either true or false. 

Falsehood raises yet another problem for disquotation

alism. We observed in section 5 that defining falsehood as 

untruth has the untoward consequence that sentences that are 

neither true nor false have to be characterized incorrectly as 

sentences that are neither true nor not true. Clearly the 

substitution class for 'p' in (OT) has to be restricted to 

indicatives. otherwise the expansion of the substitutional 

quantifier will contain numerous disjuncts that have no truth 

value. This would give the wrong result when truth is applied 

to imperative or interrogative sentences. For to say of such 

a sentence that it is not true, is true, while the unrestric

ted expansion of (OT) (and of (OF» would count the applica

tion of truth to a question as lacking a truth value: 

(35) 'Is it the case that snow is white?' is not true iff 

& «'Is it the case that snow is white?' ~ 'Is it the 

case that snow is white?') v (is it not the case that 

snow is white?» & ... 

The left hand side of (35) is true, but the right hand side is 

neither true nor false. 

However, restricting the SUbstitution class to indica

tives is not enough. The applicability of the truth predicate 

itself has to be restricted to indicatives. (OT) , with only 

the SUbstitution class restricted to indicatives, will yield 
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the result that 'Is it the case that snow is white?' comes out 

neither true nor not true while the question is clearly not 

true. Again, given that I already have (DTH), the required 

restriction can be put on my idiolect M. TruthH then ends up 

as a predicate that is applicable only to the unambiguous 

indicatives of my idiolect. 

24. Types, Tokens, and Ambiguity 

I know of no reply to the indicativeness problem. Nonindica

tives will force the disquotationalist to restrict the notion 

of truth defined in (DT) to indicatives. There is, however, 

a reply to the ambiguity problem which, if successful, would 

get around the need to restrict truth to unambiguous senten

ces. It is suggested sometimes that ambiguity problems can be 

avoided by taking truth to apply primarily to sentence-tokens 

and only derivatively to sentence-types. This suggestion, if 

it bears out, would offer a reply to the ambiguity problem. 

sentence-types are sets of sentence-tokens. A sentence

type is the set of all sentence-tokens that have in common a 

certain property in virtue of which they all count as tokens 

of the same sentence-type. Sentence-tokens are concrete 

objects that are .located in space and time. They usually 

consist of ink, or chalk, or soundwaves and hence consist of 

whatever ink, or chalk, or soundwaves consist of. The 

identity conditions of sentence-tokens are given by Leibniz's 

law. But what we are usually talking about when we say that 

--- - ... ---- ------
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sentence-tokens X and yare the same is that they are dif

ferent tokens of the same sentence-type, which entails that 

they must share some property in virtue of which they count as 

the same sentence. What this property is is a tricky question 

which is of some interest to us. The idea that sentence

tokens are typed in terms of their shape, or more plausibly, 

in terms of their syntactic structure underlies the foreign

intruder problem. As we have seen, the disquotationalist has 

to interpret 'X = 'pi' differently in order to avoid foreign 

intruder. We shall return to this problem. The identity 

conditions for sentence-types are the normal ones for sets; 

they are induced by the property in virtue of which two tokens 

count as tokens of the same type. 

All our ordinary modes of referring to sentences are 

ambiguous between type and token readings. Most interestingly 

this holds also for quotation names. The expressions 'the 

sentence 'Snow is white" and "Snow is white" can either be 

taken to refer to a token or to a type. Under the token 

reading, a quotation name direct~ presents its referent by 

displaying it wi thin quotation marks. Under the type reading, 

a quotation name indirectly presents its referent by dis

playing within quotation marks a token of the type it refers 

to. COT) can apply to types as well as tokens. As most of 

our talk about sentences, it is ambiguous between these two 

readings. The difference comes out in the phrase 'X = 'pit, 

which can be interpreted as saying that X is a sentence-token 

175 



of the same type as the token displayed by 'pI or as saying 

that X is the same sentence-type as the type of the token 

displayed by 'pl. 

Now let us see how the reply to the ambiguity problem is 

supposed to go. Consider: "Yesterday I wrote the sentence 

, Snow is white' with chalk on a blackboard and erased it 

later." In this statement the expression 'the sentence 'Snow 

is white" cannot plausibly be given a token reading. The 

token displayed within the quotation marks of the expression 

is written on this page and is still here. So the appropriate 

reading must be the type reading. But types are sets, and how 

can sets be written with chalk on a blackboard and then 

erased? By courtesy. One writes the sentence-type 'Snow is 

white' on a blackboard Qy writing §QIDg of its tokens on the 

blackboard. And one erases it from the blackboard by erasing 

all the tokens from the blackboard that were previously 

written on it. 

Now consider: "The sentence 'Snow is white' is true." 

This can be given either a type or a token reading. Consider 

the type reading. How can a set be true or false? Again, by 

courtesy. A sentence-type is true just in case some of its 

tokens are true. The suggestion is that COT) is to be read as 

giving a definition of truth for sentence-tokens and that 

truth for sentence-types is a derivative notion. NOw, take 

the sentence-type 'A seal was responsible for the Challenger 

disaster'. This sentence-type is both true and 'false, hence 

-~----,------
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it is ambiguous. But, and now comes the argument, this 

ambiguity can be explained without bringing in content. For 

the sentence-type is ambiguous because it has some token that 

is true and some token that is false. Ambigui ty can be 

explained in terms of truth-and-falsehood of sentence-tokens. 

And the latter is, of course, explained by (DT). 

The argument is problematic. A sentence-type can have a 

token that is true and a token that is false in virtue of one 

of its tokens being both true and false. The argument 

presupposes that sentence tokens are never both true and 

false. But this is not right. The sentence-token 'A seal was 

responsible for the Challenger disaster' is both true and 

false. Exactly this fact is exploited in demonstrating that 

its type is also true and false. When I quote the sentence 

and say that it is both true and false then I display the true 

and false token to point out that the type to which the token 

displayed belongs is also true and false. Types are true and 

false either by having different tokens at least one of which 

is true and at least one of which is false ~ by having at 

least one token that is both true and false. The latter cases 

have to be explained in terms of ambiguity. But such an 

explanation is not open to the disquotationalist. 

How could one come to think that tokens are not ambiguous 

(are not both true and false)? Maybe along the following 

lines: If a speaker utters a token of 'A seal was responsible 

for the Challenger disaster', then he has something specific 
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"in mind" that disambiguates the utterance. That is, the 

utterance is disambiguated by what the speaker wants to 

express with that token in the circumstance he is in. This 

disambiguating intention is specific. It is associated only 

with the token and not with the type of the token. So types 

can be ambiguous while tokens cannot be ambiguous. Only the 

latter but not the former can exhibit variations in truth 

value. 

There are several problems with this idea. First, the 

fact that a speaker utters the 'seal' -sentence with the 

specific intention to express that an o-ring was responsible 

for the challenger disaster does not make the uttered sen-

tence-token unambiguous. The speaker may intend to convey 

only one content, but he does so by uttering a sentence that 

has two. Second, bringing in speaker's intentions does not 

help anyway because tokens can be intended to be ambiguous. 

When Davidson (1968, p. 98) uttered a token of 'Empedokles 

liebt' (or 'Empedokles leaped') to point out that the sound 

that corresponds with these signs has one content in English 

and another content in German, he must have intended that very 

token ambiguously and he must have intended it to be under

stood ambiguously, otherwise he could not have made his point. 

Finally, bringing in speaker's intentions to get rid of 

ambiguity clashes with the disquotationalist' s reason for 

getting rid of ambiguity in the first place. The intention to 
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convey a certain content is not available to the disquotation

list. 9 

In general, I would say that the idea that sentence

tokens cannot be ambiguous is pretty obviously false. One 

just needs to look at a token like 'Humans are flying planes' 

and one will find out pretty quickly that this very token is 

ambiguous. The dis~10tationalist cannot get around restric

ting the notion of truth to unambiguous sentences. 

25. Problem Four: Necessity and Subjunctives 

Let us ignore, for the moment, the foreign intruder problem as 

well as the isolation problem, and let us restrict our 

attention to unambiguous indicative sentences. There is yet 

a further problem with COT): it, or its corresponding 

biconditional, is not a necessary truth, hence it is not an 

acceptable definition of truth for sentences. 

The easiest way to show that COT) is not necessary is to 

show that the instances of the schema CTS) are not necessary. 

Since the instances are implied by COT), the latter cannot be 

necessary either: 

9 The idea to get rid of variations in truth value by 
claiming that only types but not tokens exhibit such vari
ations is much more plausible in the case of context sensitive 
sentences than in the case of sentences that are lexically or 
structurally ambiguous. In the case of context sensitivity 
one can see how the specific context in which the token is 
produced determines the content of the utterance. It is 
however questionable whether one can really avoid speaker's 
intentions in fixing the contents of context sensitive 
sentences, wittnes sentences like 'He is bald', 'This tree is 
tall', and 'I am parked over there' • 
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(36) 'Snow is white' is true iff snow is white. 

The left to right direction of (36) is not necessarily true: 

if 'Snow is white' had as its content that snow is green, and 

if snow were indeed green, then the sentence would be true 

while snow would not be white. The right to left direction is 

also not necessarily true: if snow were white, as it in fact 

is, but the sentence 'Snow is white' had as its content that 

snow is green, then the sentence would not be true. 10 

The problem can be described in the following way. The 

possibilities mentioned in the preceding paragraph involve the 

idea that 'Snow is white' might have a different content than 

it actually has. (36) could be necessary only if these 

possibilities were no possibilities at all, i.e., (36) could 

be necessary only if 'Snow is white' could not have a content 

other than it actually has. Since, however, what content a 

sentence has is a contingent affair, it is no wonder that 

(36), and hence (DT) , are contingent. 

As stated the problem employs the notion of content to 

argue against (DT). This may be considered a case of begging 

the question against the disquotationalist who denies that 

there is content. But the problem can be restated. Intui

tively (36) is contingent. If it really is contingent, then 

(DT) is contingent too. Challenge: the only way to explain 

the apparent contingency of (36) is to hold that it really is 

10 The same argument can be run on (DT) itself, but it will 
be more complicated than the one considered in the text. 
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contingent, and that this is so because its truth depends on 

the contingent fact that the sentence 'Snow is white' has as 

its content that snow is white. 

In this way, the sUbstantivist pushes for her definition 

(RS). As we have seen earlier (Section 13), the sUbstantivist 

definition can be regarded as a necessary truth which together 

with contingent facts about sentences representing states of 

affairs implies instances of (TS). The sUbstantivist has a 

natural explanation for the fact that these instances are not 

necessary. 

The disquotationalist might reply to the above argument 

that it is correct but does not really damage his position, 

for he has never claimed that (DT) is necessary. This is an 

interesting reply. On the traditional view, a definition (or, 

alternatively, its corresponding biconditional) has to be a 

necessary truth, where it is admittedly a "little" unclear 

what kind of necessity is required. Let us say it must at 

least be "metaphysical necessity", whatever that exactly is. 

This requirement is plausible as long as one can say that a 

definition of truth has to tell us what the property of being 

true is, or what the concept of truth is. The assumption is, 

apparently, that the sentences that are true must all have 

something in common, a common nature, such that if they were 

not of this nature they would not be true. Possession of this 

nature (having the property, falling under the concept) is a 

necessary requirement for being allowed into the distinguished 
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club of true sentences. A purported "definition" that is not 

necessary does not count as a definition, because it does not 

specify the common nature that all truths have to share in 

order to be truths. 

The traditional view of definitions seems to presuppose 

what the disquotationalist wants to deny, namely that truth 

has a nature. The disquotationalist holds that truth is 

merely an abbreviatory device, more precisely, he holds that 

the predicate 'true' is merely such a device. He denies that 

the predicate expresses, or is otherwise associated with, a 

property or a concept that is common to all sentences that are 

true. To argue that an account fails because it cannot 

specify the nature t;:hat all truths must have in common in 

order to be truths seems to be besides the point if the 

account in question holds that there is no nature that is as

sociated with 'true'. 

On the other hand, the disquotationalist owes us some 

explanation about the "modal strength" of (DT). Can he hold 

that (DT) simply has no modal strength? That is, can he hold 

that the biconditional corresponding to (DT) is a simple 

material biconditional? That cannot be quite right either. 

For in this case the disquotationalist account of truth, or 

'true', is just as good as the following account: 

(37) ~ is a true sentence =def [Ep] [~ = 'pI & P & there are 

pigs v summers in Austria are much warmer than in 

Tucson] . 

------ --- ----------- ------ ----- --------------------
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Why (OT) and not (37)? The disquotationalist thesis was that 

'true' is a device for abbreviating the "relevant" infinite 

conjunctions or disjunctions and not just any arbitrary 

conjunctions or disjunctions. The leading idea was, after 

all, that the sentence "Snow is white' is true' says nothing 

more than 'Snow is white', but not that it says, e.g., 'Snow 

is white and there are pigs or summers in Austria are much 

warmer than in Tucson'. (OT) must have an interpretation that 

yields something stronger than mere coextensionality. 

So maybe (OT) has to be understood as the statement of a 

regularity, as something like a law. Such an interpretation 

would allow (OT) to occupy some middle ground between a 

necessary equivalence and a material biconditional. But this 

interpretation is not plausible either. (OT) supports the 

wrong SUbjunctives: 

(38) If 'Snow is green' were true then snow would be green. 

(39) If 'Snow is white' were not true then snow would not be 

white. 

Both subjunctives are false. If the sentence 'Snow is white' 

were indeed true, then that would be so because we would have 

used the word 'green' to mean what we now mean by 'white'. 

So, if 'Snow is green' were true, it would have as its content 

that snow is white, and snow would still be white and not 

green. If (38) were true, we could make snow green quite 

easily, namely simply by choosing to use 'green' from now on 
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as we used 'white' until now. (39) is also false. Why should 

the untruth of 'Snow is white' stop snow from being white? If 

we had meant by 'white' something other than we now do, then 

it could easily have been the case that the sentence was true, 

but snow would not therefore be white. 

The hope of solving the necessity problem by disclaiming 

the necessity of the disquotationalist thesis is in vain. But 

the disquotationalist does not have to take refuge in such 

desparate maneuvers. She can meet the challenge posed by the 

sUbstantivist and hold that her thesis is necessary. However, 

to do so, she has to relinquish (DT) to the opponent and stick 

to indexed definitions like (DTH). The necessity problem, and 

hence the subjunctive problem, can be solved, in a manner, by 

indexing true to idiolects. 

As McGee (1989, Ch. 1) has pointed out, one may claim 

that (DTH) can be regarded as being necessarily true because 

(40) is necessarily true: 

(40) 'Snow is white' is trueH iff snow is white. 

The idea is that, in the language X actually speak, which is 

M, it is necessary that 'Snow is white' is true iff snow is 

white. That does not entail that there is no sense in which 

it is possible that 'Snow is white' is not true and snow is 

white. For there is also a sense in which it is not necessary 

that 'Snow is white' is true iff snow is white. I could have 
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spoken a different language, say N, such that it is necessary 

that 

(41) 'Snow is white' is trueN iff snow is green. 11 

The disquotationalist defense runs as follows. The 

correct definition of truth for sentences must be indexed to 

idiolects. Substitute (OTM) for (OT) and you will see that 

(36), correctly interpreted as (40), is necessarily true, 

hence there is no reason for thinking that (OTM) is not 

necessarily true. The respectable intuition that (36) is 

contingent is captured by the claim that it is a contingent 

fact that I speak the language I speak. I could have spoken 

a different language, for example the language N, in which 

(41) is a necessary truth. If that had been the case, the 

correct definition of truth for my idiolect would have been 

the definition (OTN) which is also a necessary truth. 

There are two noteworthy points about this reply. First, 

note how the reply accommodates the substantivist's claim that 

the sentences of the language that I actually speak, the 

sentences of my idiolect M, could have had a different 

content, because the content relation is contingent. The 

11 The point rests on distinguishing the scope of the modal 
operators involved. compare: 

(E~) (I speak ~ & Nec('s' is true in ~ iff s», 
POS(E~) (I speak ~ & ('s' is true in ~ iff t». 

The compatibility of the two sentences that I have adapted 
from McGee (1989, Ch. 1) should help making clear why (40) and 
(41) are compatible • 

.. -- .. ----.-. -----

185 



sUbstantivist challenged the disquotationalist to account for 

the apparent contingency of (36) in terms other than content. 

The disquotationalist has done just that, although in a rather 

unexpected way. Her reply accounts for the apparent contin

gencyof (36) by claiming that (36), properly read as (40), is 

not contingent. What makes it appear contingent is that it is 

confused with the contingency that my idiolect M is my 

idiolect. A different language N could have been my idiolect, 

a language in which (41) is necessary.12 

Second, the reply is committed to the thesis that the 

language M, which actually is my idiolect, necessarily 

contains every sentence that it actually contains, and that 

every sentence that is actually contained in M is necessarily 

contained in M. If that were not so, then I could have spoken 

the very same language M without (40) being a necessary truth. 

So my idiolect has to just be the set of sentences that make 

it up, i.e., the set of sentences that I understand. This has 

the consequence that changes that are intuitively changes in 

my idiolect have to be understood as transitions from one 

idiolect to another. Each idiolect is such that it contains 

all the sentences it contains necessarily. So "adding a new 

12 The disquotationalist's defense is strongly reminiscent 
of Lewis' theory (1975) that languages are abstract functions 
from symbols to contents, that is, that they are individuated 
in terms of such functions. This makes all linguistic facts 
about the contents of sentences of a language necessary facts. 
The only contingent fact about a language is whether or not it 
is actually spoken by a given speaker, or community of 
speakers. The disquotationalist's position is; as it were, 
Lewis' position minus the stuff about content. 
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sentence to M" and "deleting a sentence from M" are somewhat 

misleading ways of talking about what is really going on, 

namely discarding M and adopting a new idiolect M'. 

It may be noted, finally, that ambiguity and non-in

dicatives continue to be a nuisance for the disquotationalist. 

We have to assume that ambiguous and non-indicative sentences 

are already excluded from M for the above reply to work. 

otherwise one might gleefully ask how 

(42) 'Humans are flying planes' is trueH iff humans are flying 

planes, 

can be a necessary truth while it is possible that the left 

hand side is trueH and the right hand side is fa1seH• 

26. Specifying Idiolects 

In the last sections we have considered quite a list of 

problems that arise for (DT): foreign-intruders, isolation

ism, ambiguity, indicativeness, and the problem of (DT) 's 

apparent contingency. It is noteworthy that all but one of 

these problems could be easily avoided if sentence-tokens were 

typed not only in terms of their shape, or structure, but also 

in terms of their representational or truth-theoretic QQU= 

tents. 

If sentences were typed in this way, one could hold all 

of the following: A foreign sentence that is identical with, 

but does not have the same content as, 'Snow is white' simply 

-------- ------- - ---- -------------------
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does not count as the same sentence as our sentence 'Snow is 

white', hence it cannot come out as true according to (DT). 

Further, 'A seal was responsible for the Challenger disaster' 

is not one sentence with two contents. It is rather that 

there are two sentences that both have this structure. So 

there simply is not one sentence that is both true and false. 

Further, 'Is snow white?' may have some kind of content, but 

since it does not have representational content, it does not 

count as a sentence, in the present sense of 'sentence', and 

can raise no problem for (DT). And finally, if sentences are 

individuated in terms of their contents, the assumption that 

a sentence might have another content than it actually has is 

contradictory. It amounts to the assumption that a sentence 

might not be identical with itself. So all instances of the 

(TS) schema will be necessary truths. 13 

It is not at all easy to figure out what method of typing 

sentences conforms best with our ordinary judgements. Do we 

type sentences in contentless or contentfull terms'? I think 

we do both. Our judgements about what objects count as the 

same sentence are rather unsystematic. But however this may 

be, it does not really matter for the problems presently 

considered. While the sUbstantivist may, if she wants to, 

13 The problem that remains is isolationism. To avoid this 
problem along the same line, one would have to individuate 
sentences merely in terms of their contents. By this move 
'sentence' would become another name for 'state of affairs 
that is represented by a sentence'. 
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type sentences in terms of their contents, the disquotation

alist cannot do so: content is a forbidden notion. 

The disquotationalist strategy that we have seen at work 

in the preceding sections was to reap the benefits of in

dividuating sentences in terms of content without individu

ating sentences in terms of content. It was the strategy of 

dropping (DT) in favor of an indexed definitions like 

~ is a true" sentence =def ~ is aM-sentence & 

[ Ep ] M [~= , p' & p]. 

It has turned out that 'M' has to stand for all and only the 

unambiguous indicatives ,of ~ idiolect, where the latter is 

roughly the set of sentences that I understand ( in our 

extended sense). This restriction of the notion of truth 

defined in (DTM) makes it possible to solve most of the 

problems. But now the disquotationalist has a new problem 

with the notion of my (unambiguous indicative) idiolect M. If 

M cannot be specified without the terms underlined above, 

disquotationalism is a failure. 

The most pressing problem for the disquotationalist is 

presented by the notion of an idiolect itself. In order to 

exclude foreign-intruders, it must somehow be possible to 

delineate the sentences of my idiolect M (the M-sentences) 

from all other sentences in such a way that no foreign 

sentence can count as the same sentence as one of my senten

ces. For the disquotationalist to succeed, there must be a 
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way of uniquely specifying the M-sentences without bringing in 

notions that are on his black list. This is the most impor

tant taks. Only after we have some answer to this question 

can we look for an answer to the questions of what it is for 

an M-sentence to be an indicative and what it is for an M

sentences to be unambiguous. 

It is quite clear that my idiolect cannot be uniquely 

specified in terms of properties that are intrinsic to the 

sentences it contains. properties concerning shapes, or 

physical characteristics, will not sufficiently delineate the 

sentences of my idiolect from sentences of other idiolects. 

There are many tokens that have the same shape or the same 

physical characteristics as sentences of my idiolect but that 

do not ~elong to my idiolect at all. Specifying my idiolect 

syntactically will not be of much help either. Syntactic 

categories are structural categories. They apply to tokens 

independently of their shape, or physical characteristics, in 

virtue of their structure and/or the role they play in a 

system of obj ects. A thing is a sentence (syntactically 

speaking) because it has a certain structure and/or because it 

plays a certain role in some system. syntactic properties of 

expressions, although they are not always intrinsic to the 

expressions, are nevertheless intrinsic to the system to which 

the expressions belong. Another speaker I s idiolect may 

contain many expressions that are syntactically the same as 

many expressions of my idiolect. No merely syntactic charac-
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terization of my idiolect can guarantee that a specific 

sentence does not also occur in another idiolect. The earlier 

example of a foreign intruder shows the insufficiency of both 

shape and syntax. The N-sentence 'Snow is white' has the same 

shape and has the same syntactic structure as does the M

sentence 'Snow is white', so shape or syntax cannot provide a 

criterion that would allow us to say that the N-sentence is 

not also an M-sentence. 

In order to delineate the sentences of my idiolect we 

have to look for properties that are extrinsic to the senten

ces of my idiolect and to my idiolect as a whole; we have to 

look for properties that relate the sentences of M to me. But 

as long as we think of the sentences of my idiolect in the 

ordinary way, namely as the publicly available sounds or marks 

that I can produce or perceive, things will not look promi

sing. Almost every sentence of my public idiolect will also 

be a sentence of somebody else's idiolect and, hence, may give 

rise to a foreign intruder. The only idea I can think of that 

looks promising for the disquotationalist is to hold that her 

definition of my notion of truth does not directly apply to my 

public idiolect; it rather applies to my private idiolect, 

that is, it applies to my language of thought. 

27. Mentalese Truth 

The language of tought hypothesis is fairly well known and has 

been discussed at length, so I shall not set it out in any 
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detail (cf. for example Harman 1973; Fodor 1975, 1981; Field 

1978; stich 1983). It is, however, important to point out 

that there are typically two different kinds of reasons 

invoked in favor of the idea that thought states are language-

like. Not all reasons can be operative in the present 

context. 

On the one hand, there are purely syntactic considera

tions like the following: the thought that snow is white 

seems to have a structure analogous to the sentence 'Snow is 

white', a structure which it shares with the belief that snow 

is white and the desire that snow is white; laws (generali

zations) connecting thoughts, beliefs, and desires can be 

stated (only, most fruitfully) if such states are regarded as 

relations to inner sentences that are in the domain of 

discourse of the generalizations's quantifiers: the thought 

process that leads one from the thought that p, and the 

thought that if p then q, to the thought that q seems to have 

the structure of a derivation involving 'pI, 'p ~ q' and 'q', 

(etc.) • 

On the other hand, there are the semantic considerations 

that thoughts and beliefs are truth evaluable and that they 

are representational states the contents of which mirror (to 

some extent) the contents of the sentences by which they can 

be expressed or ascribed. The first of these semantic con

siderations is available to the disquotationalist. Of course 

there is nothing truly "semantic" about it from the dis-

._---- ----------- ... _---- .. -.---.. --_.- --
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quotationalist I s point of view. But the second semantic 

consideration has to be deleted. The notion of representation 

is not available to the disquotationalist. Mentalese senten

ces cannot be understood in the way they often are, namely as 

mental representations. That means that for the language of 

thought hypothesis to be of use to the disquotationalist the 

following has to be true: No part of the account to be 

sketched will at any point require the invokation of notions 

like truth-theoretic content or representation when the sketch 

is turned into a real theory. I shall assume, without 

argument, that this principle is true. If it is wrong then I 

cannot see how disquotationalism could be defended against any 

of the objections raised earlier. 

So the reason for calling the language of thought a "lan

guage" must be syntactic. That means that it is in virtue of 

the existence of some (interesting) isomorphism between a 

formal language and our thought states that we come to see the 

latter as language like. We can describe (syntactically) a 

formal language 1 ike, e. g., the language of first-order 

predicate logic, PL. certain primitives (singular terms, 

general terms, quantifiers, connectives, etc.) are given. In 

addition there are certain rules that describe how primitives 

can be concatenated to build well-formed complex expressions 

(complex singular and general terms, simple and complex 

sentences). It will be fruitful to regard thought states as 

linguistic insofar as it is fruitful to describe them in terms 

193 



of such a formal language (by "mapping" them onto such a 

language). Of course, there may be many different formal 

languages that can be used to describe our thought states. 

The formal system that best describes them will be the one 

that we shall think of as describing our Mentalese. 14 

In order to delineate the M-sentences from the sentences 

of all other idiolects, we need not be able to ascribe very 

much structure to my Mentalese MM. Some is of course needed 

if we do not want to loose our justification for regarding MM 

as a language. But ascribing a syntactic structure isomorphic 

to the language of sentential logic may be sufficient. For 

the purpose of (DTH) a recursive "grammar" that takes simple 

sentences and connectives as primitives and specifies recur-

sive well-formedness rules for building complex sententences 

may ascribe all the structure needed to make things work. 

If, on the other hand, the non-structural definition of 

truth (DTH) is not really taken seriously and is merely 

regarded as an abbreviation for a structural recursive 

definition in the spirit of (TR) of section 19, then the 

syntactic structure that we need to ascribe to MM will be at 

14 That will almost certainly not be a system as simple as 
the language of first-order predicate logic (or as the 
language of any logic). The syntactical systems that are 
studied by linguists would seem to stand a better chance of 
describing what goes on in our heads. Furthermore, there may 
not be one syntactical system that best describes our thought 
states. Two different "mappings" from different systems into 
our heads may do equally well. If this is the case, then we 
are faced with some kind of indeterminacy of syntax. 
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least as finegrained as the structure of the language of 

PL. 15 To take MM in this way would have a definite advan-

tage. The finite stock of primitives in such a "grammar" of 

MM promises some way of spelling out the somewhat tenuous 

sense in which I can understand my (private) idiolect, even 

though it contains sentences, or formulas, that I do not 

actually understand, because they are too long or syntacti

cally too complex fol;' me to grasp (cf. p. 156). Understanding 

a formula of MM will be spelled out somehow in terms of my 

brain's processing the formula. Formulas that are too long or 

too complex for me to be processed can still be regarded as 

belonging to my private idiolect because (if) they are made up 

of primitive parts that I actually can and do process (under-

stand). This feature speaks strongly for the idea that the 

structure we should like to ascribe to MM is at least as 

finegrained as the structure of PL's language. Notice that 

the disquotationalist can regard the syntax of MM as isomor-

phic to the syntax of PL' s language without thereby committing 

herself to the recursive disquotationalist definition of truth 

(TR). It is always possible to ascribe more syntax to a 

language than is needed for the theory of truth. This is for-

tunate because (TR) raises some hard problems (see section 19) 

which the disquotationalist might want to avoid. So, if she 

15 More precisely, the definition would be a definiton (T~) 
indexed to my idiolect. The sources for the index will be the 
disquotational definitions of reference and satisfaction, (DR) 
and (OS), that will call for indexing to my idiolect M for the 
exact same reasons that called for indexing (DT). 
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wants to, the disquotationalist can stick to definitions like 

(DT
H

) and regard my Mentalese as (an analogue of) the language 

of first-order predicate logic. 

Once my Mentalese MM is described by its syntactic 

structure, the notion of an M-sentence in (DTH) can be inter

preted as applying to all and only the sentences of MM. That 

is, we could rewrite the definiton as a definition of a truth 

predicate indexed to MM. The foreign intruder problem is 

avoided simply in virtue of the fact that my Mentalese 

sentences are mine, they are mental states occurring in my 

mind/brain. 

In order to handle the indicativeness problem it will be 

necessary to look a little more deeply into my mind. Behind 

the hypothesis of the language of thought stands the idea that 

states like believing that p, desiring that p, and thinking 

that p can be construed as certain relations between the 

believer/desirer/thinker and Mentalese sentences corresponding 

to 'p'. The, by now official, metaphor employed in this 

connection is Schiffer's (1981) "Box"-metaphor. Imagine that 

we have boxes in our heads in which formulas of Mentalese are 

stored. The hope is that we can identify a box, B, as the 

belief-box, and another box, D, as the desire box in virtue of 

the way in which the sentences in each box interact with each 

other and in virtue of the way in which the sentences interact 

with external stimuli and outputs to the motor-system. 

Believing that p would then be the state of having a certain 
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Mentalese sentence in the B-box, desiring that p would be the 

state of having such a sentence in the O-box, while thinking 

that p could be the state of having a certain sentence in a T

box, or maybe, the event of running the sentence through a 

certain T-box. If such "boxes" can be identified in the way 

described, then an indicative sentence of MM will just be 

defined as one that shares a certain syntactic structure (the 

indicative structure) with the sentences in my B-box. In 

other words, the indicative sentences of MM will be the ones 

that share a certain syntactic structure with the sentences of 

MM to which I am related when I have a believe that p. 

The specific reference to my B-box and the structure of 

the sentences in it may actually not be necessary. For it may 

be that the sentences in the B-box, O-box, and T-box all have 

the same syntactic structure. If this is the case then an 

indicative can be defined as a sentence having the same 

structure as any sentence in any of these boxes, provided we 

can find another box that can be identified as the one 

responsible for turning indicative Mentalese sentences into 

imperative or interrogative Mentalese sentences. This could 

be a box that is part of the pUblic-language production system 

that somehow turns my MM-sentences into public interrogatives 

or imperatives. For it may be advantageous to assume that 

thought-questions and thought-commands are not, initially, 

non-indicative MM-sentences, but are rather indicatives that 

go into a ?-box or a I-box. The change in mood may only corne 

197 



about close to the "surface" when public language sentences 

are produced. (I think that something like the latter is the 

picture assumed by most advocates of Mentalese.) However this 

turns out precisely, it should be possible to demarcate the 

non-indicatives of MM from MM's indicatives in some way 

similar to either of the ones I have sketched. This would 

solve the indicativeness problem. 

Solving the ambiguity problem will require more still, 

namely the empirical hypothesis that in Mentalese no .QDJa 

sentence has more than one content, or, to put it without the 

notion of content, that no MM-sentence can be both true and 

false. This is a strong hypothesis which is, by now, well 

known from linguistics, where exactly the phenomenon of 

ambiguity provided a major reason for postulating something 

like a language of thought, namely "deep structure", to begin 

with (cf. Chomsky 1965). The idea is that only public-

language sentences are ambiguous, and that their ambiguity is 

explained by there being two (or more) different Mentalese 

sentences that underlie the production (or reception) of an 

ambiguous public language sentence. 16 

This solution to the ambiguity problem requires not only 

that we have a hold on the notion of being an MM-sentence but 

16 Introspectively the principle seems wrong. It seems to 
me that I do have ambiguous thoughts. But that may not be a 
strong objection, for it is not likely that the language of 
thought hypothesis will commit itself to the thesis that the 
properties of Mentalese correspond with the findings of 
introspection. 

--------------------------
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also that we have some story about what makes two MM-sentence

tokens tokens of different MM-sentence-types, or alterna

tively, what makes two MM-sentence-tokens tokens of the same 

MM-sentence-type. 

To some extent this question can be answered in struc

tural terms. Two MM-sentence-tokens are tokens of the same 

MM-sentence-type iff they are composed of the same parts in 

the same order. This, of course, can only be the beginning of 

the story. For it leaves open the question of what makes two 

tokens of parts of sentences tokens of the same parts of 

sentences. But even this fragment of the story will serve to 

account for a large class of cases, namely for sentences that 

are ambiguous in virtue of their syntactic structure. The 

sentence 'Husbands are necessarily married' will be mapped, so 

the assumption, into two MM-sentences that differ in syntactic 

structure, e. g., '(~) (H~ -+ NecM~)' and 'Nec (~) (H~ -+ M~)'. 

These MM-sentences will count as different according to the 

grammar of Mentalese. They are build by way of different 

well-formedness rules, or bay way of the same rules applied in 

a different order. 

But not all ambiguity is in virtue of syntactic struc-

ture: 'A seal was responsible for the Challenger disaster' 

is, prima facie, a case of lexical ambiguity. There can be 

two competing accounts of such cases. On the one hand, one 

might hold that there is a sense in which there simply is no 

lexical ambiguity, or alternatively but equivalently, that all 
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prima facie lexical ambiguity turns out to be syntactic 

ambiguity. According to this idea, there are two (or more) 

syntactically complex MM-analogues of 'seal' which are 

different in virtue of their structure. For this idea to work 

in general,it must be true that there are no ambiguous terms 

of the public language that map onto primitives of Mentalese. 

According to the competing idea, there can be ambiguous terms 

of the public language that map onto primitives of Mentalese, 

but they will always map onto different primitives. The 

former account has the advantage that it can explain ambiguity 

while being relatively silent about what, in the end, makes 

two primitive tokens of Mentalese token of the same type. The 

latter account raises this question immediately. For present 

purposes, this difference is not very important because the 

question has to be answered in any case somewhere along the 

line. As long as we do not have an account of what it is for 

two token primitives of Mentalese to count as the same, we 

will not really have an account of what it is for two token 

sentences of Mentalese to count as tokens of the same type. 

So what makes two primitive MM-tokens tokens of the same 

MM-type? This is actually a tricky question. There are two 

approaches to it, the brute physical property approach and the 

logical form or role approach (cf. Devitt 1989). The dif

ference between the two approaches can be brought out if we 

look again at the language of PL. 
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Assume we have reason to believe that Mentalese is a 

language like the language of PL. In searching for an answer 

to our question we look for an answer to the analogous 

question with respect to PL's language. There are various 

categories of syntactically complex types. These are of no 

interest to us at the moment. We find non-logical categories 

of syntactic primitives, (simple) general terms, (simple) 

singular terms, and logical categories of syntactic primi-

tives, variables, connectives, the negation sign, and the 

quantifiers. 17 The category of general terms has subcate-

gories, one-place, two-place, and so on. All these categories 

are distinguished in terms of the syntactic well-formedness 

rules, that is, in terms of the roles they play in the 

synyactic system. For example, the category of one-place 

general terms is a category of terms that together with one 

term of another category (a name or a quantifier) form terms 

of another category (sentences). The category of sentential 

connectives is a category of terms that together with two 

terms of another category (sentences) form a term of this 

other category (a sentence). But within 'these syntactic 

17 The categories of connectives and quantifiers can be made 
into-single item categories by taking one connective and one 
quantifier as basic and defining the others in terms of the 
basic one with the help of negation. So there will be only 
three types of logical primitives in PL, if we count defined 
types as non-primitive. To view things in this way would not 
substantially affect what is said in the text. I disregard 
the alternative because it is clearly motivated by a desire 
for logical purity rather than a desire for descriptive/expla
natory adequacy in mapping the structure of the language of 
thought. 
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categories no distinctions are drawn by way of rules. syntax 

does not distinguish between different kinds of one-place 

general terms or different kinds of connectives. Instead, 

these subsyntactic distinctions are drawn in terms of shape, 

a "brute physical" property that is intrinsic to the symbols 

in question, as opposed to the syntactic categories that are 

extrinsic to the symbols by relating them to the whole 

language. 

NOw, if we extend our view of what we regard as the 

relevant system to comprise not only the language of PL but PL 

itself, the language plus the derivation rules, then we can 

distinguish the subsyntactic logical categories in terms of 

the roles they play in the system, i.e. their logical form, 

because they play different roles in the rules of the extended 

system. To exploit this distinguishing capacity for Mentalese 

we will have to assume, not unreasonably, that there is a 

(more or less well functioning) box in the mind/brain that 

performs logical operations on Mentalese expressions that are 

(more or less adequately) described by the derivation rules of 

PL. So the MM-logical categories can be distinguished in 

terms of their logical form. However, the categories of one

place general term, two-place general terms, and so on, and 

the category of singular terms is sublogical as well as 
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sUbsyntactic. Here PL still draws the distinctions in terms 

of shape. 18 

We can go on to look for a further extension of the 

system, a non-deductive extension, that will allow us to 

differentiate the subtypes of the remaining categories by way 

of the role they play in non-deductive rUles, their extended 

logical form, so to say. What we would have to assume here in 

the case of Mentalese is roughly the following. The only 

reasonable chance to distinguish, say, general terms of 

different types by way of their extended logical form is to 

count the overall role they play in the whole organism as 

constitutive of their extended logical form: how they are 

related to sensory stimulations, how sentences containing them 

influence each other deductively and non-deductively in 

belief-formation, what contributions they make to the bodily 

movements of the organism, etc. That is, the extended logical 

role of a symbol would be its over-all role in the psychology 

of a person; it would be its psychological role. So even if 

two tokens have very different "shapes" (neurochemical 

properties) they would count as tokens of the same type 

because they are tokens of shape-types that play the same 

psychological role in the system. Tokens of primitive general 

18 Such distinctions have to be drawn. The logical rules 
depend upon them. A rule like existential generalization 
requires that the general term in the singular sentence is not 
a token of a different type as the general term in the 
existential generalization of the singular sentence. The 
point is, however, that although the derivation rules depend 
upon a such distinctions, they do not help us to draw them. 
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terms that play the same psychological role would count as 

tokens of the same type of general term. 

What I have described here as a way of distinguishing 

syntactic primitives in terms of their "extended logical form" 

is the same as what has come to be known as conceptual-role 

semantics (Harman 1973,1982; Field 1977; McGinn 1982). This 

is a form of semantics that tries to account for differences 

and sameness of the "meanings" of Mentalese expressions, where 

'meaning' here is understood as the non-truth related aspects 

of what we would normally call 'meaning'. The question now is 

whether we should type the primitives of my Mentalese MM in 

terms of their conceptual role or in terms of the physical 

properties (probably neurochemical properties) that do for MM 

what shapes do for PL. 

Should we say, for example, that the tokens ,~, and 'non' 

are tokens of different types because they have different 

shapes (neurochemical properties)? Or, assuming they play the 

same role, should we say that they are tokens of the same 

type, negation, because they are tokens of shape-types (token 

states of neurochemical types) that play the same role in the 

logical or extended logical system (my psychology)? And what 

about terms that differ physically only as little as 'snow', 

'SNOW', and 'Snow'? If we think of the latter, then we are 

inclined to say that the primitives should be typed in terms 

of their psychological role. For we are strongly inclined to 

say that the three shapes are tokens of the same general term. 
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On the other hand, if we adopt this strategy, then we cannot 

say that terms of two Mentalese types, like ,~, and 'non' 

merely "look" different but play the same psychological role. 

In general, we could never say that terms of differnt Mentales 

types play the same role in the system. This seems to me to 

be an unfortunate consequent of typing terms by their role. 

So I think we should go for the individuation in terms of some 

sort of (maybe not too stringent) physical similarity rela

tion. 

Which way of typing my Mentalese tokens makes more 

plausible the thesis that there are no ambiguous primitives in 

Mentalese? The answer to this question is quite clearly 

"Neither". Assume that all my 'water' tokens have the same 

"shape" (the same neurochemical properties), and assume that 

they also play exactly the same conceptual role in my psycho

logy. If 50% of those tokens are caused by XYZ and 50% of 

them are caused by H20, then my Mentalese analogue to the 

sentence-type 'Water is XYZ' is both true and false. So the 

thesis that there are no ambiguous Mentalese primitives is 

false, if interpreted as a thesis about Mentalese types. What 

the disquotationalist has to do is to adopt exactly the 

strategy discussed in Section 24. She has to hold that 

sentence-tokens, as opposed to sentence-types, cannot be 

ambiguous; only this time we are talking about tokens of my 

Mentalese MM instead of tokens of my publ ic idiolect. Banning 

the "introspective" remark made in footnote 16, I can see no 
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strong obj ection to this version of the thesis that only 

types, but not tokens, are ambiguous. 

This concludes the discussion of how the disquota

tionalist will go about solving (most of) the problems raised 

against (DTM) by taking my idiolect M to be my private Men

talese' idiolect MM. There is no need for a separate discus

sion of the necessity problem. It is solved by the analogue 

of the claim already made in section 25, namely that MM 

contains necessarily all the sentences it contains. 

28. A General Disquotational Theory of Truth 

A general disquotational theory of truth would have to give an 

account of truth not only for my Mentalese sentences but also 

for my beliefs and thoughts. If the language of thought 

hypothesis is correct, such an account is very easy to give. 

To have a belief, according to the theory sketched in the 

previous section, is to be in a certain relational state, 

which we might refer to as the state of being B-related to a 

certain Mentalese sentence. (We thought of the B-relation 

metaphorically as the relation of having-in-the-belief-box 

which holds between a person and a Mentalese sentence.) So a 

belief of a person will be a relational state, namely the 

state of some Mentalese sentence's standing in the B-relation 

to the person. And for the belief to be true will just be for 

that sentence to be true. (Analogously for thoughts.) 
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Of course, I have no idea of how to define the notion of 

belief-truth disquotationally for anyone else besides me. So 

the definition must be indexed to my beliefs MB and must be 

formulated in terms of truth for my idiolect M (which is my 

Mentalese MM): 

x is a ,true"B belief =def X is aM-belief & (Ey) (X = 

the state of Marian's being B-related to y & y is 

and analogously for thoughts. This defines what it is for me 

to have a true belief. (DTHB ) should not be confused with an 

account of truth for belief ascriptions. The truth of belief 

ascriptions is already covered by (DTH), insofar as these 

ascriptions are made by me and in my language of thought. 

Belief ascriptions that I make are just sentences, like any 

other sentences, and their truth is defined as truth is 

defined for any other sentences.'9 

It should also be noted that (DTHB ) is fairly silent about 

the hard question of how to individuate beliefs. It does not 

touch upon the question what it is for a X to be a certain 

belief. This problem is a problem about the B-relation the 

explication of which is taken for granted in the definition. 

19 This is not quite right. My belief ascriptions are not 
just sentences 1 ike any other sentences. We have seen in 
Section 19 that, if I want to avoid the finite statability 
problem by adopting a recursive disquotational theory of truth 
like (TR), then belief ascriptions will turn out to pose a 
major obstacle. 
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We could have defined my notion of M-belief-truth disquota

tionally without any commitment to the B-relation theory in 

the following way: 

(DTHB' ) x is a true"9 belief =def X is aM-belief & [Ep]H[X = 

the M-belief that p & pl. 

This is just as good as the previous definition, and it makes 

clear that the hard question about belief, namely what it is 

for X to be a belief that p, is left completely open by the 

account of truth for belief. The previous definition is more 

restrictive in that it commits itself to the idea that the 

question can somehow be solved by the B-relation that obtains 

between me and my Mentalese sentences. The disquotationalist, 

insofar as he is a physicalist, will have to say something 

about the notion of belief (or the B-relation), something that 

does not invoke any non-physical terms. But insofar as he is 

a disquotationalist, he is concerned with accounting for truth 

and may leave the project of accounting for beliefs for 

later. 20 

The general disquotational definition of truth is not 

very general so far. The notions of true belief and true 

thought can be defined, but only for me. Their definability 

20 Loar (1980) has argued convincingly that a disquotational 
definition which is in the spirit of (DTHB')--minus the 
restriction to an idiolect--constitutes the famous redundancy 
account of truth proposed by Ramsey (1927). According to 
Loar, Ramsey should be understood as arguing that truth (for 
beliefs) is trivial: the interesting question resides in the 
problem what it is for something to be the belief that p. 
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for persons other than me hinges on the isolation problem, 

which I shall take up in the next section. What about truth 

for my public language idiolect? I shall approach this 

question through a detour. 

In the preceding section I tried to show that (DTH) is a 

workable definition of truth for my idiolect, if my idiolect, 

M, is taken to be my Mentalese language MM. So what I should 

have done in order to not cause any confusion between my 

public idiolect, MP, and my Mentalese, MM, is to rewrite (DTH) 

as: 

~ is a truellM sentence =def ~ is a MM-sentence & 

[EP]~[~ = 'pi & p]. 

This definition defines the notion of truthHH the application 

of which is restricted to my MM-sentences. But (DTHH ), as it 

stands there, four-to-three lines above this one, is written 

in my public language MP. Does it define truthHH , which 

applies to my Mentalese, in my public language?, or should I 

think that the definition is a MP-stand-in for a "correspon

ding" definition that is written in MM and is to be found in 

my head? I am not entirely clear about this, but I am pretty 

sure that it must be the latter. If we take (DTHH ), as it 

stands above, to be the primary version of the definition, we 

are likely to run into all the problems that motivated us to 

move to the language of thought. The version of (DTHM ) that 
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is given above should, I think, be just a reflection of the 

real thing. 21 

There must, in general, be a relation between my MM-

sentences and my MP-sentences, let us call it the expression 

relation. Like any other sentence that I publicly produce, 

(DTHH ) "expresses" its Mentalese source. We should look to the 

expression relation in order to find the disquotationalist 

definition of truth for my public idiolect. AMP-sentence 

should be trueHP just in case it expresses a trueHH sentence. 

Field (1986, p. 77f), from whom I took the 'expression'-termi-

nology, suggests that the expression relation could be spelled 

out in causal terms. There should be some "typical causal 

pattern" connecting sentences of my public idiolect with 

sentences of my Mentalese such that, intuitively speaking, the 

sentences that are thus connected are the ones that have the 

same content. Of course, the notion of content has to drop 

out eventually. Furthermore, in order to allow us to define 

truth for my public idiolect, the expression relation should 

extend further than to just the MP-sentences that I actually 

produce (that are actually caused by some MM-sentence). Truth 

should apply to unproduced sentences of my public idiolect 

too, and it should also apply to sentences of my idiolect that 

21 If the MM-analogue of (DTHM ) is the "real thing", then MM 
must contain quotation marks, or some kind of quotation 
function. This may sound funny at first, but on reflection it 
should become rather plausible to think that MM, being a 
language, contains means to refer to itself. 
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I ureceive" (hear or read), i. e., that cause me to produce a 

certain MM-sentence in decoding them. 

So an account of the expression relation should look 

roughly like this: 

(43) A MP-sentence ~ expresses a MM-sentence ~ iff ~ would be 

the (predominant?) cause of~, if I were to produce ~. 

With this relation in hand we could recaptur\~ truth for my 

public idiolect and avoid foreign intruders. For we shall now 

individuate public idiolect sentences in terms of their 

Mentalese causes. The shape, or syntactic structure, 'Snow is 

white' that is written on a certain blackboard and, intuitive-

ly speaking, means that snow is white in my idiolect but means 

that whales are fish in N' s idiolect counts now as two 

sentences. It is a true MP-sentence, because if I had 

produced it, it would have been produced by a true MM-sen-

tence. It is also a false NP-sentence, because if N had 

produced it, it would have been produced by a false NN-

sentence. 

We can now define the notion of truthHP that applies ex

clusively to sentences of my public idiolect: 

~ is a true"p sentence =def ~ is aMP-sentence & 

(E~) (~ expresses ~ & ~ is a trueHM sentence). 22 

22 This is equivalent to: 

~ is a true"p sentence =def ~ is aMP-sentence & 
[Ep]HH[~ expresses 'pI & p]. 
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This definition handles not only foreign intruders. It would 

seem to handle the indicativeness problem too. AMP-sentence 

counts as an indicative just in case it expresses an indica

tive MM-sentence. Moreover, the definition seems also able to 

handle ambiguous sentences of my public idiolect. These are 

the ones that express different MM-sentences, i.e, the ones 

for which the expression relation does not come up with 

exactly one (predominant) cause. 

So (DTHP ) seems to be doing fine. There is, however, a 

problem. Intuitively speaking, (DTHP ) disregards what is known 

as the "linguistic meaning" of my MP-sentences by concentra

ting entirely on their "speaker's meaning". Here is an 

example of the problem. I am bilingual. My mother tongue is 

German, it makes up the largest part of my public idiolect. 

But big chunks of English belong to my public idiolect too. 

Asssume now that I have the MM-analogue of 

(44) Peter ist ein gewissenhafter Mensch 

in my mind. 'conscientious' and 'conscious' are hard words 

for a German speaker and they are easily and frequently 

confused. So the MM-analogue of (44) causes me to produce the 

public sentence 

( 45) Peter is a conscious person. 

Assume furthermore that Peter, though he is certainly con

scious, is not at all conscientious. What are we -to say about 

---------.---.----------------.-------- ._----
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this situation? Intuitively a false MM-sentence caused me to 

utter a true MP-sentence. This is a counterexample to (DTHP ). 

The disquotationalist will want to reply that (45), S§ it was 

meant Qy me, is false and not true. I agree. But I cannot 

see how the disquotationalist can help himself to this reply. 

Neutrally described, the fact is that (45) is, at best, true 

and false, both in my public idiolect MP. The disquotation

alist cannot patch up his account by bringing in a distinction 

between speaker's meaning and linguistic meaning. These 

notions are not available to him. So the attempt to extend 

disquotationalism to my public-language idiolect fails. The 

problem arises in the same form for my public utterances and 

assertions, because they are also subject to the speaker's 

meaning/linguistic meaning distinction. 

The envisaged general disquotationalist theory of truth 

is not very general at all. It applies to my Mentalese 

sentences, my bel iefs, and my thoughts, and this is it. 

Furthermore, as I already noted in Section 22, it applies only 

to my present Mentalese MM (and hence only to my present 

beliefs and thoughts) and fails as soon as my Mentales 

acquires new lexical items. Disquotationalism, I think, 

cannot do any better than that. It could, if it could be 

revised or extended so as to meet the isolation objection. 

But this, I contend, cannot be done without loosing track of 

the very point of disquotationalism. 
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29. Translational Disguotationalism 

In the attempt to avoid the radical isolationism of (DT~'H) one 

might want to suggest an extended definition of truth that 

allows the disquotationalist to capture sentences that do not 

belong to the Mentalese of a specific speaker, i.e., me. The 

idea is to define a relativized truth predicate '~ is a true 

sentence of language y.', where 'Y.' ranges over languages. The 

model for such a definition if (RSL) of section 9. Of course, 

(RSL) fulfills the relation-to-realty pattern by employing the 

relation of representation. Such a relation has to be 

avoided. The work that the representation relation does for 

(RSL) would have to be done by an "acceptable" relation. This 

would be a relation that holds between the sentences of a 

language Y. and the sentences of my Mentalese. 23 

The leading idea for this approach was, again, provided 

by Tarski (cf. 1935, pp. 187f). Tarski's famous "Convention 

T" states, roughly, that an adequate definition of truth for 

sentences should imply all instances of 

(T) ~ is a true sentence iff p, 

where '~' ranges over sentences of a language the names of 

which are its substituends, and the substituend for 'pi is the 

(possibly homophonous) translation of the sentence denoted by 

23 Of course, such a relation is also a "relation to (parts 
of) reality". But this shows only that the relation-to
reality metaphor does not get at the heart of the matter, 
compare section 16, p. 126. 
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the name that is substituted for 'X'. 24 This suggests that 

I use the notion of translation to define the truth of foreign 

sentences in terms of my Mentalese. The definition could be 

formulated in either one of two (equivalent) ways: 

(DTL) ~ is a true sentence of language Y.. =def X is a 

sentence of language Y.. & (E,2) (X translates from 

language Y.. into ,2 & ,2 is a trueMM sentence). 

X is a true sentence of language Y.. =def X is a 

sentence of language Y.. & [Ep]MH[X translates from 

language Y.. into 'p' & pl. 

Tarski's requirement that an adequate definition of truth for 

sentences has to imply instances of (T) has to be given up, of 

course. (DTL) is proposed as a necessary truth. By itself, 

it cannot imply all instances of (T). Only (DTL) in conjunc

tion with contingent facts about translations will imply all 

instances of (T). 

However, if X is a sentence of my Mentalese MM, then the 

relevant facts about translation (homophonic t.ranslation) may 

be considered to be necessary truths. In this case the 

relevant instances of (T) will be derivable and the necessity 

problem will arise. The problem will have to be handled like 

24 Although this comes much closer to convention T than the 
condition formulated in the text to footnote 2 in section 13, 
it is still not quite the real thing. Since I am not con
cerned with the liar, I have left out the references to the 
metalanguage/object-language distinction. 
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it was handled before, that is, by claiming that those 

instances of (T) are necessary truths in which 'X' is sub

stituted by a name of a sentence of MM and 'p' by its (homo

phonic) translation into MM. The justification for regarding 

translational disquotationalism as a kind of disauotationalism 

derives exactly from this limiting case in which 'y' refers to 

MM. 

Let us now find out how well (DTL) does with respect to 

the isolation problem. First some smaller points. It is not 

quite clear whether (DTL) should be seen as applying to all 

languages or should be restricted to all languages of thought 

or all public idiolects. I have left this vague on purpose 

because the question cannot be answered independently of the 

notion of translation that is invoked in (DTL) 's definiens. 

To avoid isolation, it would of course be desirable if (DTL) 

applied simply to all languages. 

(DTL) is still a bit weird. It is a definition of the 

notion of truth that applies to languages that are foreign to 

me, but the definition itself is only intelligible to me. 

However, if there is a translation relation that holds between 

my language of thought and other languages, then it should be 

possible for other speakers to understand (DTL), in the sense 

that it should be possible for them to understand (DTL) , s 

translation into their language. 

It is pretty obvious that the notion of translation in 

(DTL) cannot be understood as 'is or has actually been trans-
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lated I. That would be far too restrictive if isolationism is 

to be avoided. IX translates from language y into ~I must be 

understood in terms of in-principle translatability. I am not 

quite sure whether this notion is enough for getting rid of 

isolation. Are there languages that are not translatable, not 

even in principle? Maybe not. The idea that there could be 

an in-principle untranslatable language is indeed a bit 

dubious. On the other hand, a language that is translatable 

as a whole may have parts that are not translatable. Such 

parts would still give rise to the isolation objection. 

However, the whole issue is very unclear without a specifica-

tion of what is to count as an adequate translation. 

Some restriction has to be placed on the notion of 

translation in order to prevent any arbitrary true sentence of 

my Mentalese to count as a translation of any arbitrary 

sentence whatsover, with the result that any arbitrary 

sentence whatsoever could be true. An unrestricted notion of 

translation would give rise to some sort of anarchic "Anything 

goes"-version of the foreign intruder problem. So (DTL) has 

to be read as employing some notion of adequate translation or 

synonvrny.25 

But how can the disquotationalist help herself to the 

notion of synonymy? In Chapter Two I assumed that no reduc-

25 A disquotational definition of truth that is in the spirit 
of (DTL) thus understood is considered by Field (1986, p. 61) 
and plausibly identified as the one proposed by Ayer (1946, 
Ch. v). 
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tions of semantic notions are available. This assumption in 

conjunction with physicalism motivated deflationism which, in 

turn, gave rise to disquotationalism. If the assumption holds 

with full generality, then the project of translational 

disquotationalism is sunk. However, it may be that the 

assumption can be relaxed without violating physicalism. 

Assume that the semantic notions that are not reducible 

are what may be called the referential semantic notions: 

notions like the sUbstantive notion of truth, correspondence, 

representation, truth-theoretic content, truth-condition, 

reference, satisfaction, (etc.) that relate language and 

thought to the world. These are the notions that underly or 

sustain the relation-to-reality pattern. 

Now assume that there are in addition to these referen

tial semantic notions "quasi semantic" notions that are not 

referential. These would be the ones that Field (1978, p. 

103) has called more-or-less semantic notions that concern the 

relations between languages (or thoughts) and languages (or 

thoughts). It may be the case that even though the (more 

metaphysically tainted) referential semantic notions are not 

explainable in physical terms, the (less metaphysically 

tainted) more-or-less semantic notions are explainable in such 

terms. The "black list" of forbidden notions can then be 

shortened by deleting all more-or-less semantic items (al

though it is not quite clear, at the outset, which precisely 
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those are). If this bears out, then translational disquota

tionalism is at least an option for deflationism. 26 

But it is not enough that translational disquotationalism 

is merely an option for deflationism. It must be a serious 

candidat for replacing its more austere relative as a defla-

tionist theory of truth. And it can be a serious candidate 

for this job only if (a) the notion of an adequate transla-

tion, or synonymy, is explicable without bringing in referen

tial semantic notions, like sameness of truth-condition or 

sameness of truth-theoretic content, and (b) it gets transla-

tion "right" in the sense of avoiding foreign intruders and 

isolationism. This is a formidable task. 

The only type of more-or-Iess semantic theory that could 

in any way be relevant to the notion of synonymy that is 

required for (DTL) must be some kind of psychological theory 

like the conceptual-role semantics already mentioned in the 

previous section, or some kind of meaning is use theory which 

is the social analogue of conceptual-role semantics. But no 

such theory can do the work that needs to be done by the 

notion of translation in (DTL). Such theories do not even 

yield the right results for the Mentalese of my Putnamian 

twin, Tarian, who is identical with me in all respects that 

26 The threefold distinction between the sUbstantivist 
(referential semantic) theory of truth, the original (bleak) 
disquotationalist theory, and the alledgedly intermediary 
translational (more-or-Iess semantic) disquotational theory 
has an analogue in metaphysics: realism, solipsism (subjec
tive idealism), and the alledgedly intermediary position of 
intersubjective idealism (socialism?). 

- -------- -------
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are relevant to the conceptual roles (or the use-roles) of my 

Mentalese sentences. 

Conceptual-role semantics looks at the total psycholo

gical role of Mentalese expressions (their inner use, so to 

say): how they are influenced (causally) by sensory stimula

tions, how they influence each other in ways that can be des

cribed by deductive and/or non-deductive rules, and how they 

influence the movements of the organism (etc.). Expressions 

that have the same, or a "sufficiently similar", role in the 

system of an organism count as synonymous, so do expressions 

that have the same, or "sufficiently similar", roles in two 

different organisms. Given such a notion of synonymy, it is 

clear that for every Marian-Mentalese sentence there is a 

synonymous Tarian-Mentalese sentence, and vice versa. But all 

Tarian sentences that start like this 

Water, which is H20, is 

will be false, while a good number of Marian's synonymous 

sentences will be true. And the more Twin Earth differs from 

Earth in ways to which Tarian's psychology is insensitive, the 

more radical the divergence. 

The situation is not much better when it comes to the 

Mentalese sentences of my earthmates. External differences 

that do not make a difference (or not enough of a difference) 

for our psychologies may give rise to synonymy and foreign 

intruders. Furthermore, when it comes to my earthmates, 
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conceptual-role synonymy is not only too lenient, it is also 

too restrictive. N's NN-sentence 'Charles Dodgson wrote the 

Alice books' may have quite a different conceptual role than 

my MM-sentence 'Lewis Carroll wrote the Alice books' and there 

may be no candidate in MM that could count as a synonym for 

N's sentence. Yet the NN-sentence is true. I shall not dwell 

on these examples; they are by now well known and abundant in 

the literature. Examples of the first kind show that (DTL) is 

much too lenient. It allows for a fairly anarchic version of 

the foreign intruder problem. Examples of the second kind 

show that (DTL) is much too restrictive. It creates a lot of 

isolation. 27 

There is really not much more to be said about (DTL). 

Maybe it should be pointed out that examples of the type given 

above can be adapted to apply to future developments of my own 

Mentalese so that (DTL) will not even avoid isolationism and 

foreign intruders with respect to sentences stemming from my 

future self. None of these objections to (DTL) are in any way 

surprising. Conceptual-role semantics have been devised to 

supplement referential semantic notions and not to sUbstitute 

for them (cf. Field 1977; McGinn 1982). The idea was that the 

notion of meaning should be seen as possessing two aspects: 

a representational, truth-theoretic, aspect and a conceptual-

role aspect. The former was to take care of meaning's 

27 For more examples of both kind (including more realistic 
examples of the first kind that do not involve Twin Earth) see 
stich (1983, Ch. 4). 
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allegiance to the world, while the latter was to take care of 

its allegiance to the variety of our conceptualizations of the 

world. Neither is fit to do the work of the other. 

In fact, it is somewhat unclear how much work conceptual

role semantics can do at all. The only explicitly worked-out 

version stems from Field (1977), who defines synonymy in terms 

of the evidential notion of subjective probability. Mentalese 

sentences 2, and 22 have the same conceptual role (are synony

mous) for a person S just in case, for every Mentalese 

sentence 2 of S, the subjective probability of 2, on 2 equals 

the subjective probability of 22 on 2. But, as Field notes, 

his account cannot explain inter-personal synonymy. (Field 

thinks that inter-personal synonymy can only be spelled out in 

terms of truth-theoretic content.) Also, the account has 

grave difficulties with allowing for intra-personal synonymy 

across time (cf. Field 1977, p. 398). The reason for this is 

actually rather simple. If the meaning of a Mentalese 

sentence of a person is determined by its internal evidential 

relations to all other Mentalese sentences of the person, it 

will be highly unlikely that the sentence could have the same 

meaning as a sentence of another person. Different persons 

are likely to have different over-all evidence for the same 

sentence. And since the over-all evidence a person has for a 

certain sentence changes over time, it is also highly unlikely 

that a Mentalese sentence of a person at a time will have the 

same meaning that it has at another time. Applied to (DTL) 
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this account would have the strong tendency to lead into a 

radical version of isolationism: solipsist instantaneous 

isolationism. 

Quine's (1960, Ch. 2) behavioristic account of meaning 

can be regarded as a variation of conceptual-role semantics: 

behavioral-role semantics. He develops a notion of synonymy 

in terms of the purely evidential notion of sameness of 

stimUlUS meaning. The account leads to the thesis of the 

indeterminacy of translation which, roughly, amounts to the 

claim that "anything goes" in translation as soon as we have 

left the realm of observation sentences (and even there things 

are pretty much ad lib because of the inscrutability of 

reference). So if we adopt Quine's approach to translation we 

get the opposite of Field's extreme: a radical version of the 

foreign-intruder problem. 

A final point about (DTL): Could we not adopt an 

extended conceptual-QYID-causal-role semantics to account for 

adequate translation? Such a semantics, if it can be worked 

out, would handle the referential aspects of synonymy in terms 

of its causal part and the conceptual aspects in terms of its 

conceptual part. So the semantics may handle both types of 

examples considered above. 28 The answer to the question is 

simple. If there were such a semantics, we could, and should, 

adopt it. But if there were such a semantics there would be 

28 To develop such a semantics seems to be the program of 
Michael Devitt (1981, 1989, 1989a). 
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no need for disquotationalism. Such a semantics would already 

embody the reduction of referential semantic notions and would 

make disquotationalism quite superfluous. 
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v. CONCLUSION 

30. Embrace Disquotationalism? 

Disquotationalism has a little problem with finite stata

bility. It is either committed to the thesis that we do, in 

some sense, understand infinite lists, or it has to buy into 

a structural recursive account of truth that requires it to 

solve the puzzles of non-extensionality. The disquotational 

definition of truth has some problems when applied to lan

guages different from mine; it has problems with ambiguity, 

with the notion of indicativeness, and with its own modal 

status. These problems can be solved--in a manner of spea

king--by restricting the defined notion of truth to my 

language of thought. The solution engenders new problems. 

The defined notion of truth is not applicable at all to any 

languages foreign to me; it cannot be plausibly extended to 

any such languages; and it is at least questionable how well 

it extends to my publ ic idiolect and to the languages of 

thought in which I will think in the future as well as to the 

languages of thought in which I thought in the past. Disquota

tionalism entails that no one has the same notion of truth, 

and that my present notion of truth is different from my past 

notion of truth and also from my future notion of truth. 

Finally, disquoationalism entails that I do not understand 

anyone else's notion of truth and that no one else understands 

my notion of truth; and that no one understands an explanation 
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of what all these different notions of truth have in common in 

virtue of which they are notions of truth. The substantive 

theory of truth has none of these problems. 

What are we to make of this? First and foremost: a 

physicalist should try as hard as he can to come up with an 

explanation of the sUbstantive not~ion of representation in 

physical terms. I take this to be the main conclusion of the 

preceding pages. 

But what if there really is no reduction of this notion? 

If what I have said in Chapter TWo, section 12, is correct, 

then the physicalist has to either accept representations and 

abandon physicalism, or he has to be an eliminativist about 

representations and adopt a deflationist ersatz theory of 

truth. The ersatz theory that I have considered is dis

quotationalism, and disquotationalism is simply wild. Are 

there alternative deflationist ar.counts of truth? There are 

alternative deflationist attitudes towards truth .. The ones 

that I have encountered most often is: "I do not care about 

truth!"; and "Truth is trivial!" Another one is: "Truth 

should be spelled with a small 't'!" These attitudes are not 

sufficiently articulated to provide the physicalist with a 

solution to his problems. There are also quietist attitudes 

towards truth which solve the problem pragmatically by looking 

into another direction. Finally, there are "anti-realist" 

accounts that propose to explain truth in epistemic terms. I 

have neglected these accounts and shall continue to do so with 

------- - ------ ----- ---

226 



the exception of one remark. It is dubious whether the 

epistemic notions that figure in an anti-realist account of 

truth can steer clear of the notion of representation; that 

notion seems to be contained in the notion of belief. If this 

is true, then epistemic accounts of truth go over board 

together with representation. There are no other accounts of 

truth that I know of that could be regarded as deflationist 

and that are not equivalent with one or the other form of 

disquotationalism. 

But, to repeat, disquotationalism is wild. The notion it 

defines, truthH, or truthHH (or maybe truthHP ) is at best a 

distant relative of my notion of truth; moreover, a relative 

whose kinship relation to my notion is, strictly speaking, not 

statable. So maybe what we should say is this: disquota-

tionalism stipulatively defines a certain notion, druth, that 

is very different from my notion of truth, which is the 

SUbstantive notion of truth. But this does not tell us much. 

What is the point of druth? The point is this: truth is a 

myth; there are no truths; there are only druths. My notion 

of truth is like the medievalist's notion of a witch; empty, 

nothing falls under it. Truths have to be eliminated like 

witches. All that remains are the terms 'true' and 'witch' 

and the associated empty notions--and of course druths. One 

wonders: why druths but no d(w) itches? So let us look into 

this comparison between witches and truth. 
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witches are women that are in league with the devil, or 

so we may assume. After the physicalist has tried for a while 

to reduce the devil to basic physics, he comes to the con

clusion that it cannot be done. Since the devil is, let us 

assume, not physicalistically kosher, the physicalist turns 

eliminativist on the devil. There is no devil. Consequently 

there are no witches, neither the word nor the notion are 

correctly applied to anything at all. All that needs to be 

done is to explain why people thought that there were witches. 

What needs to be explained are the data that made people 

believe in witches. This will involve answering questions 

like: If there are no witches, how come that flowers can grow 

in the winter?' To explain this should be easy. 

Up to a point the analogy holds. Truths are things 

(sentences, etc.) that represent obtaining states of affairs. 

After the physicalist has tried to reduce representation to a 

basic physical relation (and states of affairs to basic 

physics), he comes to the conclusion that it cannot be done. 

So the physicalist becomes an eliminativist with respect to 

representation (and states of affairs). There are no repre-

sentations (and no states of affairs). Now the analogy 

becomes problematic: "Consequently there are no truths, 

neither the word nor the notion are correctly applied to 

anything at all". This does not work. The word 'true' is 

, An Austrian countess ("die Gallerin") was regarded a witch 
because she had a glasshouse and was, therefore, able to prod
uce flowers in winter. 
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true of some things. For example of some sentences of physics 

(hopefully). We have to rephrase: "Consequently the notion 

of truth does not correctly apply to anything at all. All 

that needs to be done is to explain why peoply think that 

there are truths". What is it that needs explaining here? 

Apparently the reason why people think that there are 

truths is that the word 'true' correctly applies to things, 

e.g., to true sentences. This should probably be rephrased 

too, for 'correct application' is a dubious notion in the 

present context. Maybe we should rather say that what needs 

explaining is why people think or say '" Snow is white' is 

true", and'" Snow is green' is false". But to be sticky about 

'correct application' makes it very hard to talk, so I shall 

use it "neutrally". NOw, why people think that 'true' is true 

of things cannot be explained along the lines of the witch 

example. The explanation cannot have the form: 'true' does 

not apply to anything; people only think it does because •.. 

This is where druth comes in. The explanation for why people 

incorrectly think that there are truths is that there are 

druths. It is because 'true' applies to druths that makes us 

think that there are truths. 

The problem with this explanation is that it does not 

cover the data. The druths comprise a large (infinite) but 

nevertheless comparatively marginal subset of the set of 

things to which 'true' applies. This forces the physicalist 

to go wild and to say that 'true' is not applicable to the 
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things that are not drue. This is unacceptable. As we have 

seen there is a very large number of things that are not drue. 

In addition, the explanatory notion the disquotationalist uses 

to account for the data, the notion of druth, has problems of 
• 

its own, There is either some doubt as to whether it is 

intelligible (finite statability) or some doubt as to whether 

it can even account for the most straightforward data, i.e., 

the application of 'true' to my present home language (non-

extensionality). The (eliminativ) physicalist has lost the 

game that he won with respect to witches. 

The conclusion is, then, that we should not embrace 

disquotationalism. Either truth-theoretic content and other 

referential semantic notions can be explained in physicalistic 

terms, or content-body dualism and truth-body dualism are 

true. 

31. A Remark About the Liar 

Tarski's (1935, pp. 161-162) main motivation for rejecting the 

basic version of disquotationalism 

(DT) X is a true sentence =def [Ep] [X = 'p' & p] 

was the liar paradox. Or more adequately, it was the fact 

that the form of quantification employed in (DT) allows us to 

"easily derive" a contradiction; even without using the notion 

of truth from fairly uncontestable premises by means of 

"elementary logical laws" (the quoted words are Tarski' s). In 
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his work, Tarski only provided the premises but did not give 

the derivation. since it is not as widely known as the normal 

derivations of the liar paradoxes, but deserves to be, I want 

to present it here. 

We start out by assuming sentence number 

( 46) [p][(46) = 'p' ~ ~p], Ass 

which, if 'true sentence' is defined by way of (DT), says that 

sentence (46) is not true. But this is irrelevant to the 

derivation. From (46), we derive 

(47) (46) = '[p][(46) = 'p' ~ ~p]' ~ 

~[p][(46) = 'p' ~ ~p] (46), UI 

Now, as Tarski says so nicely, we "establish empirically" our 

analogue to his premise 

( ex) ( 46) = '[ p] [ (46) = , p' ~ ~p]', 

and complete the first half of the derivation: 

( 48) ~[P][(46) = 'p' ~ ~p]. ( ex), ( 4 7), MP 

For the second half we need a principle which, as Tarski says, 

"seems to raise no doubts": 

({3) [p][q][['p' = 'q'] ~ [p ... q]]. 

We start by assuming the negation of (46): 

(49) [Ep][(46) = 'p' & p] Ass 
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(50) ( 46) = 'pI & P (49) , EI 

(51) ( 46) = 'p' (50), Simp 

(52) '[P][(46) = 'p' -+ ..,p]' = 'p' (a) , (51), = 

(53) [p][(46) = 'pI -+ ..,p] ... p (/3) , (52) 

(54) P (50) , Simp 

(55) [p][(46) = 'pI -+ ..,p] (53) , (54), MP 

(56) .., [ Ep] [ (4 6 ) = 'pI & p] (55), Neg 

And we are done. 2 

Notice again that this derives an antinomy without using 

the truth predicate at all. As I noted (following Etchemendy) 

in section 13, an explicit definition of truth has the virtue 

of ensuring consistency relative to the apparatus used in the 

definiens. (OT) is an explicit definition and exhibits this 

virtue. We can see quite easily that the apparatus used in 

the definiens, together with some premises that are hard to 

deny, leads into demise. 

A strictly analogous derivation can be given for anyone 

of the partially sUbstantive accounts of truth that I listed 

under (30) in section 17, e.g., 

(30b) ~ is a true sentence =def [Ep] [~ has the same content 

as 'p' & p]. 

This account is ontologically deflationist but ideologically 

sUbstantivist. It has the same structure as (OT) with the 

2 A similar derivation can be found in Linsky (1972). 
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sameness-of-content relation substituted for identity. The 

derivation would start with the assumption 

(57) [p][(57) has the same content as 'pI ~ ~p]. 

The only difference to the derivation above would be that the 

analogue of premise (a) 

(A) (57) has the same content as '[p][(57) has the same 

content as 'pI ~ ~p]' 

is not as obvious as (a). (There are known proposals for 

solving the liar that would deny that (57) has any content at 

all, and there are others that would hold that (57) has two 

contents whereas the derivation requires that it has exactly 

one.) This derivation too will proceed without using the term 

'true', for (JOb) is an explicit definition of truth. A 

derviation for the fully sUbstantivist definition (RS) would 

proceed analogously, although it would be more awkward to 

write out. 

I have completely neglected the liar paradoxes in my 

discussion of deflationism versus sUbstantivism. The reason 

is simple. Since the liar arises for both theories, it would 

not seem to be of much help in advancing the debate. There 

is, however, an argument concerning the liar that is relevant 

to our topic. 

On page 112 I quoted a passage from Kripke (1976) in 

which he claims to have shown that "the very real difficul-
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ties" Tarski found with (OT) can be solved by using substitu

tional quantification. Kripke is able to claim this because 

he has defined the substitutional quantifiers in such a way 

that the terms in the sUbstitution class of the dummies do not 

themselves contain the substitutional quantifiers that are 

being defined (see Kripke 1976, section 1). He also points 

out that this is not an ad hoc restriction. It is merely a 

consequence of the standard adequacy restrictions on any 

definition which require that the definiendum should not occur 

in the definiens. Since these restrictions will also apply 

when the substitutional quantifiers are defined in terms of 

infinite lists, as in section 16, this "solution" of the liar 

will take over to (OT) and also to (30b). 

The fact remains, however, that there are now restric

tions placed on the machinery that is used in the definiens of 

(OT) as well as in the definiens of (30b). These restrictions 

give rise to a hierarchy of different styles of substitutional 

quantifiers. Hence they give rise to a hierarchy of truth 

predicates. These hierarchies mirrors the hierarchy of meta

languages with its implied hierarchy of truth predicates that 

constitute the Tarskian solution to the liar problem for truth 

definitions that do not employ substitutional quantifiers. 

(RS), for example, is such a definition. 

This situation gives rise to a vexing puzzle for the 

physicalist, which was formulated by McGee (1989, Ch. 3). The 

short form of the puzzle goes as follows: If physicalism is, 
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roughly, the thesis that everything can be explained within 

the language of physics, then physicalism is false, because 

the notion of truth that applies to sentences of the language 

of physics cannot be explained within the language of physics. 

Obviously this argument works for sUbstantivist truth (reduced 

or unreduced) as well as for disquotational truth. 

The physicalist has, then, some motivation for looking 

for an alternative, non-Tarskian, non-hierarchical solution to 

the liar. Kripke's "outline of a Theory of Truth" does not 

succeed in abolishing hierarchies (see Kripke 1975, pp. 79f). 

McGee's own theory in ( 1989), if it indeed succeeds in 

ultimately avoiding a hierarchy of truth predicates, does so 

by only partially defining truth: Liars are either true or 

false but it is not determined which, and it cannot be so 

determined on pains of contradiction. If this is the way out, 

then the physicalist will have to modify her basic thesis: 

Everything that can be explained at all can be explained in 

terms of physics. And truth is not among the things that can 

be explained, at least not completely. 
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