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PART ONE

Truth and Fiction






What ever happened to the correspondence
theory of truth?

MICHAEL P. LYNCH

Introductory remark Pascal Engel is an inspiration. For those of us who
have toiled in the rough fields of the truth literature, his work is celebrated
for, among other things, having established the question of the value of truth
as central to the question of the nature of truth. Engel’s work here as else-
where combines thoroughness and technical sophistication with an extraor-
dinary grasp of how and why the details matter for not only philosophy in
general but for our intellectual lives. As such, he remains the very model of
what a good philosopher should be. I am honored to contribute to this sym-
posium.
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1. Overview

Once upon a time, the story goes, the correspondence theory was everyone’s
theory of truth. Everyone believed it, or at least everyone believed that every-
one else believed it. It was — so were’ told— the “everyman” of truth theories.

This is no longer the case - if it ever was. While many philosophers who
work on truth for a living continue to pay some lip service to the theory, sus-
tained defenses are increasingly rare. If you were to judge just by the airtime
it gets among the truthies, so to speak, one might well wonder: What ever
happened to the correspondence theory? And where is it now?

Here, in brief, are my answers to these questions. The correspondence
theory of truth is missing in action because, at least as it is traditionally con-
ceived, itis a bad theory of truth. But that doesn’t mean it should be rejected.
For it is a good theory of something else.

2. What counts as a theory of truth?

I want to explain why the correspondence theory, as traditionally conceived
is implausible. So I first have to explain how the correspondence theory is
traditionally conceived.

Well, as it has been traditionally conceived, the correspondence theory of
truth is... a theory of truth. Now for the less obvious: when would a theory
count as a theory of truth? I suggest that a theory counts a theory of truth
when it incorporates many of the key truisms about truth — when it addresses
truth’s nominal essence, as Locke might have put it. The nominal essence of F,
in the sense I intend, is our folk concept of F. It embodies our preconceptions,
the way we tacitly think about it in ordinary life — even if, normally, we don’t
even recognize ourselves as doing so. A natural way of identifying some-
thing’s nominal essence, therefore, is to appeal to the set of largely implicit
beliefs we folk have about it. By appealing to those folk beliefs, or truisms, we
won't typically learn everything about the object or property we are interested
in. And our later discoveries may force us to revise our preconceptions of
it. But however these questions play out, keeping one eye on our folk beliefs
about the thing about which we are curious will hopefully tell us whether our
subsequent theories of its nature address the topic we were concerned with
when our theorizing began.
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So I suggest that a theory is a theory about truth as opposed to something
else if it incorporates most of core truisms about truth— the nominal essence of
truth. So what are these? Here I am interested in just one: the idea that truth
is objective. To speak truly is to “say of what is, that it is”, as Aristotle said’
And since what we say, at least when we are sincere, is an expression of what
we believe or judge, a parallel truism holds about belief. That is,

Objectivity: The belief that p is true if, and only if, with respect to
the belief that p, things are as they are believed to be.

Together with some further and reasonably obvious assumptions, Objectivity
underwrites further derivative principles which are typically highlighted by
philosophers. One related principle is that when, for example, I believe that
roses are red, things are as I believe them to be just when roses are red. That
is,

With respect to the belief that p, things are as they are believed to
be if, and only if, p.

With this point in hand, we can derive, together with Objectivity, instances
of:

BS: The belief that p is true if and only if p.

So I we’ll count a theory as a theory of truth (as opposed to something else)
just when, arguably, it incorporates truisms like the above. But we’ll count
it as a THEORY of truth (as opposed to just a chat about it say) just when it
explains those truisms.

To explain the truisms, in the sense of “explain” relevant here, is to show
why they are true by pointing to some property or properties that all true
propositions have that results in those propositions satisfying the truisms.

The correspondence theory, as traditionally conceived, attempts to give an
explanation of truth in this sense, and moreover to give a reductive explana-
tion. That is, it attempts to explain the nominal essence of truth in terms of an
underlying real essence. Correspondence is the name for that underlying real
essence—the property that all true beliefs have in common to which, we might
say the property truth is “reduced”. And it is the having of this property that
—according to the theory — explains why true beliefs satisfy the central truisms
I'just discussed.

L Aristotle, Metaphysics: Books Gamma, Delta, and Epsilon (Clarendon Press, 1993)..
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3. Vacuity

The version of the correspondence theory that is most well known — what
we might call, probably misleadingly, the “original theory” — is also the one
which is easiest to be skeptical about. Since its problems are generally well-
known, I won’t spend much time discussing it. But a few words are in order.
The starting point for the original correspondence theory is the idea that

C: A belief is true just when it corresponds to reality.

Taken by itself, however, C is not much of a “theory”. For unless we are
told what “correspondence” and “reality” mean, this seems to amount to lit-
tle more than a restatement of the Objectivity truism, or at the most, another
simple truism any theory could accept. Indeed, most advocates of the coher-
ence and pragmatist accounts for example, did accept C.

As a result, advocates of the correspondence theory often suggested that
C really comes to

CT The belief B is true =def B corresponds to some fact.

And a belief is false, the typical thought runs, just when it fails to correspond
to any fact? (. This is, perhaps, no longer completely vacuous. But it isn’t es-
pecially promising either, and for by now well-known reasons. Since I have
other fish to fry, I'll just briefly mention two.

First, CT is committed to a ontology of facts. And one might wonder what
they are. If, on the one hand, we have a rather thin account of “facts” — that is,
by “fact “ we mean something like “true proposition” then CT might amount
to nothing more than the thought that beliefs are true when beliefs correspond
to truths. If on the other hand, we say that facts are distinct entities — so
distinct that they are over and above the objects and properties that populate
the world, we must say something about what they consist in. And that can
prove difficult

However, the big problem with CT is not typically thought to be with
“facts”. It is with “corresponds”. Here again the most obvious answers
threaten to be vacuous. Thus Millikan writes:

2 For discussion of recent formulations, see: Pascal Engel, "Truth’, (McGill Queens Univ, 2002),
177, Marian Alexander David, ‘Correspondence and Disquotation’, An Essay on the Nature of Truth
(Oxford University Press, 1994), 206, Richard A Fumerton, ‘Realism and the Correspondence
Theory of Truth’, (Rowman & Littlefield, 2002), 149.
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If any certainty has emerged from the last thirty years of philoso-
phy it is that a pure correspondence theory is vacuous. By a pure
correspondence theory I mean a theory that signs or representa-
tions when true or correct, are true or correct merely by virtue of
their being a, some, mapping function that maps these represen-
tations onto part of the world or reality. [Such a theory will not
work] because mathematical mapping relations are infinitely nu-
merous and ubiquitous ... If any correspondence theory of truth is
to avoid vacuousness, it must be a theory that tells what is differ-
ent or special about the mapping relations that map representations
onto representeds...

In order words, what the original theory needs — to really count as a theory —is
an understanding of correspondence that allows there to be a real, substantive
relationship between beliefs — items in the head—and fact-sized bits of reality.
Moreover, this relation must be such as to pick out some particular fact-sized
bit of reality. And it is difficult to see what that relation could be.

4. Truthmaking to the rescue?

So far, one might think that all I've really said is that the original correspon-
dence theory is not much of a theory. But surely there are more plausible
theories that could count as successors of the original correspondence theory?

For example, Far from thinking the correspondence theory is dead, some
think the correspondence theory is alive and well but living under an assumed
name in Australia. This is the idea that what is right about the correspondence
theory is captured by

Truthmaker: For every truth, there is something that exists which
makes it true.

The thought is that Truthmaker captures two core thoughts behind the tra-
ditional correspondence theory. First, truth “supervenes on being”. Second,
truths are made true by something. Correspondence is truth-making*

3 Ruth Garrett Millikan, "Language, Thought, and Other Biological Categories’, New Founda-
tions for Realism (MIT Press, 1984), 355 at 86-88.

% David Lewis, ‘Forget About the ‘Correspondence Theory of Truth”, Analysis, 61/272 (2001),
275-80, Marian David, ‘Don’t Forget About the Correspondence Theory of Truth’, Australasian
Journal of Philosophy, 82/1 (2004), 42 — 47.
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Moreover, Truthmaker, as it is typically understood, is sometimes thought
to answer the question that the original theory had difficulty with: what is the
special relation that exists between a truth and some particular bit of reality.
This is because Truthmaker theorists typically say that truth-making is plain
old necessitation. A proposition is true when made true. It is made true when
necessitated by some existing entity. An existing entity necessitates a propo-
sition just when its existing is metaphysically sufficient for that proposition’s
being true. And so what was earlier a vice is now a virtue: one entitiy can
necessitate more than one truth. There are, so to speak, “many correspon-
dences.””

This is all well and good. But it shows that whatever else we might say
about Truthmaker — whether it is true for example—it is not a theory of truth,
or at least not a correspondence theory traditionally conceived. Here’s why.
If Truth-maker were a theory of truth, it would be a theory that according
to which being true is being made true. But as we just saw, truth making is
defined in terms of necessitation, and necessitation in terms of truth. That’s
a small circle. Thus truthmaker theory may be many things, but it is not an
account of truth — or at the very least, it is not a traditional, reductive account.

5. Heir to the throne? Representational theories

A more promising successor to the original correspondence theory is what I
call the representationalist theory of truth.

Many of the core elements of the representational theory of truth were
initially developed to understand how sentences and their component words
represent, or refer to the world. But the basic elements can, and have been
adapted to mental representations, to beliefs and their component concepts.
And whether it is applied to sentences or beliefs, contemporary naturalistic
representationalism can be understood as offering a two-part theory of truth.®
First, the truth of a belief, say, is defined in terms the representational features
of its component concepts (what I will here call “denotation”). Thus in the

5 Trenton Merricks, Truth and Ontology (Oxford University Press, 2007).)

6 For early statements of the view, see Hartry H Field, 'Tarski’s Theory of Truth’, The Journal
of philosophy (69: Journal of Philosophy, Inc., 1972), 347-75, Michael Devitt, ‘Realism and Truth’,
(Princeton University Press, 1997), 371. An important recent formulation of this sort of approach
can be found in Terence Horgan, ‘Contextual Semantics and Metaphysical Realism: Truth as In-
direct Correspondence’, The Nature of Truth: Classic and Contemporary Perspectives, 2001.See also R
Barnard and T Horgan, "Truth as Mediated Correspondence’, The Monist (2006).
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case of a belief whose content has the simple predicational structure a is F, we
get:

REPRESENT: The belief that a is F is true if and only if the object
denoted by <a> has the property denoted by <F>. 7

The basic thought is that beliefs are true because their components stand in
certain representational relations to reality and that reality is a certain way.
Adopting machinery made familiar with Tarski, the representationalist then
applies this insight to beliefs with more complicated structures.® The result is
a view according to which the truth of complex beliefs is recursively defined in
terms of the truth of simpler beliefs and the rules for logical connectives, while
less complex beliefs “correspond to reality” in the sense that their component
parts — concepts — themselves represent objects and properties.

The second part of any representational view of truth is a theory of how
concepts denote objects and properties. Toy versions of two familiar views are
these.

CAUSAL: <cat> denotes cats = cats, cause, under appropriate con-
ditions, mental tokenings of <cat>.?

TELEOLOGICAL: <cat> denotes cats = the function of <cat> is to
be mentally tokened in the presence of cats.

Iam not interested in defending either of these familiar proposals here. Rather,
I want to stress simply that both are best thought of as a framing hypothe-
sis for naturalistically investigating mental representation. And for our pur-
poses, the real promise of a naturalistic theory of representation is that theo-
ries like CAUSAL and TELEOLOGICAL can be combined with REPRESENT
to give a representational theory of truth. According to this theory, truth is
defined in terms of representation, representation is defined in terms of deno-
tation, and denotation is defined as a property that either is, or supervenes on
natural relations like those specified in CAUSAL or TELEOLOGICAL. Thus,

7 Throughout, I use brackets in the usual way: <dog> means the concept of a dog; <snow is
white> means the proposition that snow is white.

8 Alfred Tarski, "The Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages’, in A. Tarski (ed.), Logic,
Semantics, Metamathematics (Oxford University Press, 1936), 152-278.

9 Obviously I am simplifying in the text the complexities of these theories, and passing over
numerous differences in formulation.
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to give a toy example, a representational view might be constructed as fol-
lows. Let’s say that an object or property, which, under appropriate condi-
tions, causes (or its instances cause) mental tokenings of some concept to be
“causally mapped” by that concept. If so, we can construct:

CC (Causal-correspondence): The belief that a is F is true if and
only if the object causally mapped by <a> has the property causally
mapped by <F>.

Likewise with a teleological theory of representation: Let us say that a concept
that has as its biological function to be mentally tokened in the presence of a
particular object or property functionally maps that object or property. If so,
then one might construct:

TC (Teleological correspondence): The belief that a is F is true if
and only if the object functionally mapped by <a> has the property
functionally mapped by <F>.

6. Two problems

There are various objections and challenges one might raise against any par-
ticular representational theory of truth, including of course, against the views
just presented.!” But there are two more general points to make. As I see it,
representational theories — even when more sophisticated than the toy ver-
sions just presented — are implausible theories of truth. But I think that very
are plausible theories of something else.

Why do I think representational theories are implausible when taken as
theories of truth? I'll give two reasons. The first is that it is open to doubt
whether they really count as theories of truth in the first place, plausible or
implausible. According to the standard introduced above, a theory counts as
a theory of truth just when it not only incorporates the truisms as part of the
theory, and offers an explanation of at least most of those truisms. Consider,
for example:

10 For objections and discussion, see for example, Jerry A Fodor, ‘Psychosemantics: The Prob-
lem of Meaning in the Philosophy of Mind.’, (MIT Press, 1987). Peacocke A Study of Concepts;
(Cambridge: MIT Press 1992); K. Neander “Malfunctioning and Misrepresenting” in Philosophi-
cal Studies, 79 (1995): 109-141; Millikan, 1996, “On Swampkinds” Mind and Language, 11 (1996):
70-130.
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Objectivity: My belief that p is true if only if, with respect to the
belief that p, things are as I believe them to be.

How does (CC) or (TC) explain Objectivity? Presumably their advocates will
say they explain Objectivity by giving an account of what it is for things to be
as I believe them to be. Suppose, for example, that I believe that Oliver is a cat.
According to (CC), things are as I believe them to be if and only if the object
causally mapped by <Oliver> has the property causally mapped by <cat>. A
similar explanation is available for advocates of (TC).

But is this really an explanation in terms of truth? What makes it different
from the following conjunctive explanation, roughly:

Where I believe that Oliver is a cat, things are as I believe them to
be if and only <Oliver> maps Oliver; <cat> maps cats and Oliver
is a cat.

More broadly, one can complain that the representationalist theory is some-
thing of this form:

B is true if and only if B = the belief that p; and p.

The second half of this biconditional is a conjunction. And representational-
ism, one might argue, really only enters into the account of the first conjunct.
If we stipulate that the belief has content, the first conjunct falls out, and we
are left with

The belief that p is true if and only if p.

In short, the complaint is that representationalism is really a theory of content
married to a simpler theory of truth.

In and of itself, this objection is not, I think, all that devastating. For the
representationalist can say that their view just is, in effect, a theory of both
content and truth at once. So there.

Yet I think a worry behind this first objection —that representationalism
isn’t really about truth — remains. That worry takes on more force when com-
bined with a second problem. Representational theories face what I've else-
where called a problem of scope. This is because such theories require that
the objects and properties mapped by our beliefs be capable of entering into
at least indirect causal interaction with our minds. This is plausible when we
are concentrating on beliefs about cats and cars. But it implausible when we
are talking about beliefs like two and two are four; or torture is wrong. Whatever



12 MICHAEL P. LYNCH

these beliefs are about, they aren’t plausibly about objects and properties that
are in causal contact with our thoughts. Yet both beliefs seem true.

Of course, representationalists are well aware of these examples. Indeed,
the history of twentieth century philosophy is replete with isms that have been
posed to deal with them — from expressivism to fictionalism. Such theories try
to explain away the appearance of truth for the troublesome sorts of beliefs.
And maybe these strategies — tired as they are—will work out. I have a differ-
ent suggestion. It seems to me that the very fact that we feel the need to construct
such theories — to explain away the appearance of truth—points to our having a grip
on truth independently of having a grip on representation. This was, in effect, the
point of the first objection as well, but we now have another reason to accept
it. It doesn’t seem that in order to get a grip on what truth is in general, we
need to get a grip on the nature of representation, if only because beliefs that
don’t represent can be true.

Representationalists favor examples involving cats on mats and the like.
There is a reason for this. Theories like (CC) or (TC) are plausible wherever
we can make the case that our thoughts about G’s are responsive to the antics
of the G’s themselves. And when it comes to cats on mats, this case seems
easy to make. If my belief that there is a cat on the mat is true, it is a response
to — what else? — there being a cat on the mat. When things are working
as they should, when our cognitive machinery is firing on all cylinders so
to speak, human beings are good detectors of cats on mats. This suggests a
constraint on representationalist theories. A correspondence theory like (CC)
will seem likely as theory of what makes mental states with X-ish content true
only when we can establish that mental states with X-ish content are causally
responsive to an external environment that contains X’s. In a bumper sticker,
if we are to correspond, we must respond.

Moreover, where responsiveness does seem plausible, and we have inde-
pendent reasons for thinking that the content in question is assessable for
truth or falsity, it becomes more likely that our mental states with x-ish content
have that content in virtue of representing X’s. Accordingly, it will seem more
likely that when I believe such content correctly— when cognitively speaking,
success has been achieved —what makes my belief that, e.g. the ubiquitous cat
is on some mat correct is that it accurately represents an actual cat on an actual
mat.

But where responsiveness is not plausible — either because the states in
question aren’t appropriately causally responsive or because the external en-
vironment contains no x’s that can be so causally responsive, then it is less
likely that mental-states with x-ish content have that content because they
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represent x’s. Some other explanation of their content becomes more likely.
And thus if we nonetheless wish to maintain that the relevant mental states
are true, then — to anticipate my closing point — some other account of what
makes them true must be pushed onto the field.

Wrapping up, the scope problem suggests that representationalist theories
of truth are implausible because they face counterexamples. Certain beliefs
are true which couldn’t be so if the representationalists theories are correct.
We might well conclude then, that as a theory of truth, representationalism
fails. But this would be to throw the baby out with the bathwater. For what
I think we should conclude is not that representationalism is a false theory of
truth, but that it is a true theory of a property the possession of which makes
some beliefs true. Representational theories are about what makes some kinds
of belief true, not truth itself.

The possibility I am suggesting might be put this way: when we talk about
the nature of truth, we are speaking ambiguously. First, we might be inter-
ested in giving an account of what is in common between all and only those
beliefs that are true — be they about mathematics or macramé. That is, we
might be talking about truth itself. Second, we might be talking about what
makes some particular kind of belief true. That is, we might be talking about
a property which, when had by a particular kind of belief, entails that it is
true.

And notice: Once we distinguish the projects in this way, the following
possibility arises. There may be only one property being true, but there may
be more than property the possession of which makes or entails that a belief
is true. Tempting analogy: there may be only one property being in pain, but
there may well be more than one neural property the possession of which
makes an organism possess that property.

In conclusion: The correspondence theory of truth, taken as a theory of the
property of truth, is implausible. But taken as a theory of what makes some
kinds of belief have that property, it is very plausible. The correspondence
theory of truth is dead. Long live the correspondence theory!
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Engel vs. Rorty on Truth

ERIK J. OLSSON

Abstract My concern in this paper is with a debate between Pascal Engel
and Richard Rorty on truth, as documented in What's the Use of Truth? There
Engel defends, against his opponent, the view that truth plays a crucial role in
our intellectual and daily lives. In the present paper, I attempt an evaluation
of the debate, which can give the superficial impression of ending in a stand-
off, from the point of view of a general theory of rational goal-setting. This
move has the notable effect that Rorty’s central argument against truth being
a goal of inquiry is undermined, and that Engel’s truth-friendly position is
correspondingly vindicated.

15
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1. Introduction

I would like to start by paying tribute to Pascal Engel’s great contribution to
analytic philosophy in France, where he has been for a long time a leading an-
alytical philosopher, as well as in Europe at large. Trained in the continental
school, he at some point converted to analytic philosophy and has remained
an enthusiastic devotee ever since. No doubt his change in view was in part
caused by an insider’s realization that intellectual anarchy looms if central dis-
tinctions such as that between true and false, rational and irrational, objective
and subjective are neglected — a failure for which some French thinkers like
Derrida and Foucault have demonstrated a particularly tragic disposition.

On a personal note, my first encounter with Pascal must have at one of the
many workshops he arranged in the 1990s at the Sorbonne, at the time a center
for the continental school thought, as part of his persistent efforts to introduce
analytical philosophy in his home country. I am greatly indebted to him for
repeatedly inviting me to give talks in this stimulating setting although at the
time I was a doctoral student and not an established researcher. Since then I
have had the privilege to meet and discuss with Pascal on many occasions as
well as to enjoy his friendship and kindness.

I turn now to the actual topic of this article. In a stimulating little book
entitled What's the Use of Truth?, edited by Patrick Savidan, Pascal Engel and
Richard Rorty engage in a debate which, according to an observer quoted on
the back cover, “starts off in university tweed and ends up in a street fight”. It
is not difficult to foresee that there should be a certain philosophical tension
between the two because their intellectual trajectories could hardly have been
more divergent. Where Engel converted from continental to analytic philos-
ophy, Rorty made the opposite intellectual journey. From Engel’s perspective
Rorty must be something of an intellectual conundrum: how could he, hav-
ing had the great fortune of being schooled in the analytical tradition in the
company of some of its most distinguished American practitioners, even con-
template taking seriously thinkers such as Derrida and Foucault? Similarly,
Engel’s decision to distance himself from the continental tradition must ap-
pear, from where Rorty stands, as equally incomprehensible and erratic.

After reviewing the Engel-Rorty debate in section 2, I will make, in section
3, the move to invoke, as a vehicle of conceptual clarification and reconstruc-
tion, the theory of goal-setting as it has been developed and applied in man-
agement science and technology. The benefit of this framework, which may
strike the reader as an unlikely source of philosophical enlightenment, is that
it in fact provides a standard vocabulary for discussing goal rationality that
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is richer and more precise than the apparatus typically used by philosophi-
cal authors writing on the subject. As I argue, this richness and precision can
inform the evaluation of the slippery claim that truth is the goal of inquiry,
upon which so much of the Engel-Rorty controversy depends. A concrete il-
lustration is given in in section 4 where I consider Peirce’s view on the aim of
inquiry as a preliminary to identifying, in section 5, what I take to be Rorty’s
central thesis on the subject.!

2. The Engel-Rorty debate on truth

The dialogue takes off with a main statement by Engel, the author The Norm
of Truth and Truth, reflecting on the curious conflict between our general long-
ing for truth, on the one hand, and the deep skepticism regarding that very
concept expressed by some intellectuals, on the other. Engel recalls having
observed firsthand the personification of this tension in Foucault (Rorty and
Engel 2007, p. 2):2

“It always used to astonish me, when I was attending Michel Fou-
cault’s courses at the College de France in the 1970s, to hear him
explaining to us that the notion of truth was no more than an in-
strument of power, and that, since all power was bad, truth could
only be the expression of some malign intent, and then see him
marching in demonstrations under banners bearing the slogan Truth
and Justice.”

Engel proposes, tentatively, that intellectual skepticism regarding truth does
not concern its role in our daily affairs but rather Truth as a metaphysical
concept: “We dislike preachers who speak in the name of Truth, but we pay
attention to everyday truths, like the ones in the periodic statement of our
bank balance” (p. 3). But, he asks, what is the concept we are meant to reject
and what is the concept that can supposedly still cling to? And is it really
coherent to reject the one while retaining the other?

One could ask the further question: why engage with Rorty on these mat-
ters? As Engel notices, Rorty has defended ideas similar to those expressed by
Derrida, Foucault and others but without succumbing to their abstruse prose
and literary ambitions, writing in the more accessible and systematic style of
the analytical philosopher he used to be. Where Derrida and Foucault simply

1Sections 3-5 draw on Olsson (in press).
2 Page references are to What's the Use of Truth? unless otherwise indicated.
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state their views, one finds in Rorty’s work explicit arguments much to the
same effect, drawing on American pragmatists like William James and John
Dewey but also on broader thinkers like Quine, Davidson and Sellars. As
Engel observes, “Rorty claims a place in the American pragmatist tradition”,
adding that “his pragmatism is very different from that of the founder of this
current, C. S. Peirce”. In a later section, I will problematize the last statement.
Although it is indeed true that Rorty’s pragmatism is in many ways differ-
ent from Peirce’s, both denounce the idea that truth figures essentially in the
goal of inquiry, and they do so for very similar reasons, or so I will argue.
Finally, because of his background “Rorty knows exactly what he is talking
about when he discusses the thesis of analytic philosophy” (p. 5) increasing
the prospects of a fruitful and informed debate.

Engel proceeds (pp. 6-8) to describe what he takes to be Rorty’s view on
truth, as summarized in the following catalogue:

1) The notion of truth has no explanatory use and does not cover any essence
or substance or designate any profound substantial or metaphysical prop-
erty or any object (the True).

2) The traditional correspondence or realist theory of truth is “devoid of
meaning”.

3) The debates between realism and antirealism are “hollow”.

4) There is no distinction to be made between truth and justification, and
the latter “is nothing other than agreement among the members of a
group or a community, and there is no ultimate, final agreement or ideal
convergence of statements”.

5) The concept of truth being empty, truth cannot be a norm of scientific
or philosophical inquiry or an ultimate goal of our search. A fortiori,
neither can it be a value.

6) We cannot hope for a naturalist, reductionist theory of representation and
reality.

7) Rather than objectivity and truth, the values that are to be pursued are
those of solidarity, tolerance, liberty, and a sense of community.

As Engel notices, Rorty relies in his argumentation on a deflationist or mini-
malist theory of truth, according to which the legitimate uses of the word true
are exhausted by the following list:
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a. an endorsing or performative use as in “your belief is true”
b. acautionary use as when one says “your belief is justified but it is not true”

c. a disquotational use in the sense of the Tarski equivalences (“p is true” is
true if and only if p”)

Engel gives a detailed account of where he thinks he and Rorty advocate dif-
ferent views. This is not the place to give a complete coverage of Engel’s
intricate argumentation. Rather, I will be mainly concerned with claims 4) an
5) above, i.e. on Engel’s reasons for rejecting Rorty’s theses that truth and jus-
tification are in a sense indistinguishable and that truth cannot be the goal of
inquiry.

The rejection of what he calls the “argument from indistinguishability”
plays a central role in Engel’s critical reflections on Rorty. As an “initial re-
sponse”, Engel suggest the following indirect approach. Suppose it were true
that the words true and justified (or warrantedly assertible) mean the same
thing.

“If that were the case, the negation of a statement would be the
same thing as the affirmation that it is not warrantedly assertible.
But to say that the Loch Ness monster does not exist is not the
same thing as saying that it is not warrantedly assertible that the
Loch Ness monster does not exist.” (p. 19)

Engel proceeds, in his second line of criticism, to concede that there is a close
link between justification and truth, but this link, he claims, is not one of iden-
tity (ibid.).

“When one has reasons, guarantees, or justifications for believing
that P, these are justifications for believing that P is true. But this
does not entail that saying ‘I am justified in believing that P” and
saying ‘P is true’ signify the same thing. On the contrary, this
shows that, when one has reasons to assert or believe a proposi-
tion, one has reasons to believe that it is true. One cannot therefore
maintain that true and justified convey the same thing, since justi-
fied presupposes the very notion of truth.”

Yet, Engel may have misinterpreted Rorty on this particular point. As I un-
derstand him, Rorty is not claiming that justification and truth can be strictly
speaking identified. The point is rather that once we are in possession of the
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one, we cannot tell the difference between that situation and one in which
we are in possession of the other. At the end of his response to Engel’s first
statement, Rorty clarifies his position thusly: “I am perfectly ready to admit
that one cannot identify the concept of truth with the concept of justification
or with any other”, adding that “this is not a sufficient reason to conclude
that the nature of truth is an important or interesting question” (p. 45). In
Engel’s favor, it should be noted that Rorty was not always this explicit about
the content of his actual thesis.

Finally, Engel considers the possibility of a collective brainwashing, ask-
ing “would we say in that case that our beliefs were justified in relation to one
audience but not in relation to another?” His answer is no because “we would
say that our beliefs are justified but false”. In response, Rorty could probably
agree that, in the case of collective brainwashing, we would say that our be-
liefs are justified but false. It is only that he would reinterpret these words in
a way that does not refer to truth or falsity. This is also what I take to be the
gist of actual Rorty’s response to this particular point, in which he does little
more than restate his position.

I am inclined to think of the subsequent discussion of Rorty’s rejection of
truth as being a goal of inquiry as a central part of Engel’s critique (pp. pp.
22-). In this connection, Engel ascribes to Rorty the following argumentative
chain:

A. If there is a truth as norm or goal of inquiry, then there must be a real
property in it such as “the truth of our assertions”.

B. There is no real property of this kind.
C. Thus there is no truth as norm or goal of inquiry.

But premise A is false, Engel thinks, “because the fact that there does not exist
a property such as the correspondence between our utterance and reality does
not entail, from the point of view of inquiry, that we are not seeking to attain
a certain objective” (p. 22). In other words, “[t]he notion of a norm does not
presuppose the existence of the property in question or its reality” (p. 23). This
seems to me to be on the right track. However, it should be bore in mind that
Engel concurs with Rorty, perhaps merely for the sake of the argument, that
truth is not a goal of inquiry in a “profound” sense of being a Supreme Value
(p. 23). Rather, what Engel has in mind is “the relatively innocent sense in
which we say that our beliefs aim at truth because it forms part of the concept
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of belief that if we discover that one of our beliefs is false we try to change it”
(ibid.).

This is a point where I believe that Engel may be conceding too much to
Rorty. While I acknowledge that our practice of belief is governed by the
norm mentioned by Engel, I will argue below that Rorty’s, and before him
Peirce’s, argument to the effect that there is no profound sense in which truth
is the goal of inquiry is unconvincing, or even refutable. However, because
the matter is delicate and philosophical pitfalls abound we need to approach
it more systematically than is typically done.

3. A general theory of goal-setting rationality

Goal rationality has been studied extensively in management theory, where
it is central in so-called MBO, an acronym standing for Management By Ob-
jectives (e.g. Mali, 1972). This has led to the development of a common ap-
proach, codified in the acronym SMART, according to which goals should be
Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound. This theory has
been refined and systematized by Sven Ove Hansson and his research group
at the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH) in Stockholm (e.g. Edvardsson and
Hansson, 2005). In the following, I will refer to the framework developed by
Hansson et al as SMART+, signaling that it represents an updated, philosoph-
ically more sophisticated, version of the original SMART conditions. (This is
my terminology, not theirs.) The KTH group has used the theory in its study
of environmental (Edvardsson, 2004) and transport objectives (Rosencrantz et
al, 2007).3

The thesis that a theory originating in management science could have any
bearing whatsoever on a philosophical issue as sublime and profound as that
of truth may seem chocking to some. I intend to prove this argument from
guilt by association wrong. It is only from an implausible “first philosophy”
standpoint that one could object to philosophy being informed by other parts
of science. For an epistemological naturalist like myself, there is no problem
in principle with borrowing ideas and concepts from other fields if there is
some concrete hope that greater clarity can thereby be achieved. From this
perspective, management science seems to be as good a field as any other.

A goal is typically set for the purpose of achieving it. We will say that a
goal is achievement-inducing if setting it furthers the desired end-state to which

3 The account of SMART+ in this section draws mainly on Edvardsson and Hansson (2005).
The reader is advised to consult that paper for additional references.
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the goal refers. Thus the goal of becoming rich is achievement-inducing (for
me) if my setting that goal makes it more likely that I will in fact become rich,
e.g. by inspiring me to focus on accumulating wealth, which may eventually
lead to my actually becoming wealthy. As a first approximation, a goal G is
achievement-inducing for a subject S just in case the probability that S attains
the goal G is increased by S setting herself the goal G, i.e., in semi-formal
terms, just in case P(S attains the goal G |S sets herself the goal G) >P(S attains
the goal G).

Edvardsson and Hansson proceed to use the notion of achievement-indu-
cing to define the concept of goal rationality: in their view, a goal is rational
if it performs its achievement-inducing function (sufficiently) well. This is a
satisficing rather than an optimizing notion of rationality (Simon, 1956). Ev-
idently, in order to be achievement-inducing and therefore, on this proposal,
rational a goal should guide as well as motivate action. One could also argue
that rational goals serve to coordinate actions among several agents, but that
aspect will not play any major role in the following.

There is certainly more to be said about this proposed concept of goal ra-
tionality. First, as it stands it begs the question against visionary goals such as
“world peace” or, in general, goals that cannot be fully attained. An example
from Swedish transport policy is the so-called “vision zero” goal stating that,
in the longer run, no one should be killed or seriously injured as the effect of
a traffic accident (Rosencrantz, Edvardsson and Hansson, 2007). A goal that
cannot be attained is not achievement-inducing and is therefore irrational ac-
cording to the proposed definition. However, there is an obvious way to avoid
this untoward result by a suitable redefinition of the concept of achievement
inducement. A goal G is achievement-inducing for a subject G, on the revised
proposal, just in case the probability that S attains the goal at least partially or,
alternatively, at least approaches the attainment of G, is increased by S setting
herself the goal G.

Second, achievement-inducement, even in the less demanding sense, can-
not be all there is to goal rationality. If it were, the rational thing to do would
be to set oneself trivial goals that can be easily attained: poking one’s nose,
lifting one’s hand, and so on. The likelihood that I manage to raise my hand if
I set myself the goal to do so is very close to one. Goals which are more diffi-
cult to achieve, such as getting oneself a solid education, would be dismissed
as irrational. However, the proposal does make good sense as a tie-breaking
condition in a setting where there are already a number of candidate goals
that have been singled out on the basis of other considerations. Faced with
a set of goals that are equally attractive in other respects, it is reasonable to



ENGEL vS. RORTY ON TRUTH 23

select one that is achievement-inducing.

With these clarificatory remarks in mind, what does it mean, more specif-
ically, to say that a goal can guide and motivate action? It is useful at this
point to distinguish between three types of criteria of goal-rationality: those
related to what the agents know, what they can do and what they want to do.
From the first, epistemic perspective, goals should be precise and evaluable. A
goal such as “achieving a better society” fails on the first account, that of pre-
cision. That goal is not very useful for guiding action unless supplemented
with more precise instructions. There are at least two different aspects of pre-
cision: directional and temporal. A goal is directionally complete if it specifies
in what direction one should go in order to reach the goal. Take for example
the goal to substantially decrease the number of unemployed in Sweden. That
goal is directionally complete because it suggests in what direction progress
towards the goal is to be made. If employment has decreased, then the goal
has been approached or achieved, otherwise not. A goal is temporally complete
if it specifies the timeframe within which it should be attained.

A goal is end-state evaluable, moreover, if it is possible to know whether
it has been achieved. The goal to reduce a pollutant in the atmosphere to a
certain level that is far below what can be measured would fail to satisfy the
criterion of end-state evaluability. A goal is progressively evaluable if it can be
determined how far we are from satisfying it. This property of goals is cru-
cial in determining whether a certain course of action should be maintained,
changed or given up. It has also been argued that such feedback enhances the
agent’s motivation so that she will make an intensified effort to act in ways
that further the goal.

For an illustration, suppose my goal is to reach Geneva by the end of the
day. In order for that goal to be rational, I must be able to determine whether
or not this is the city [ am actually in by the end of the day. However, in many
situations it is not enough to be able to determine whether or not the goal state
has been fully achieved. In the example, I must also be able to tell whether I
am travelling in the right direction, and how far I have left to go. In particular,
if a goal is distant, or difficult fully to achieve we need to be able to judge the
degree of success in approaching the goal. In other words, degrees of partial
attainment must be distinguishable.

The second aspect of goal rationality concerns what the agent can do. It
is reflected by the requirement that a goal should be attainable, or at least ap-
proachable (i.e. attainable at least to some degree). The goal to become a wizard
(in the sense of a person with true magical powers) would not be classified as
attainable or even approachable. There are at least three dimensions of ap-
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proachability: closeness, certainty and cost. The dimension of closeness is the
most obvious one. It concerns how close to the goal it is possible to come.
The goal to achieve a perfectly just society is probably not fully achievable,
and would therefore qualify as utopian, but it can be approached by acting in
ways that increase social justice.

The third aspect of goal rationality is the volitional one. It concerns what
we want to do. Goals, in order to be rational, should be motivating. Setting
ourselves the goal should motivate us to act in a way which furthers the re-
alization of the goal state. The motivation that a goal may give rise to in the
agent can be characterized according to degree of intensity or durability. Stud-
ies indicate that goals are more action-generating when they are explicit and
specific, and that such goals are more likely than do-your-best goals to in-
tensify effort. There is also evidence suggesting that specific and challenging
goals lead people to work longer at a task. We have already mentioned a
connection between evaluation and motivation: when people can check how
they stand in relation to a goal, their motivation to carry out the task often
increases.

An insight into the nature of goal-setting emerging from SMART+ is that
the criteria of rational goal-setting may conflict in the sense that the satisfac-
tion of one criterion to a high degree may lead to a failure to satisfy substan-
tially some other criterion. The probably most common type of such conflicts
are occasioned by the fact that some of the properties that make a goal action-
guiding may at the same time make it less capable to motivate action. Con-
sider, for example, the following two goals (Edvardsson and Hansson, 2005):

(1) The team shall win 12 out of 20 games with a least a two goal advantage,
3 out of 20 games with at least a one goal advantage, and never lose a
game with more than one goal.

(2) The team shall beat all opponents hands down.

Here, the second goal, though less action-guiding than the first, is plausi-
bly more achievement inducing, and therefore more rational, because of its
greater action-motivating capacity.

In general, visionary and utopian goals are more likely to motivate ac-
tion than less visionary goals, which on the other hand may be more action-
guiding. This point is elaborated in Edvardsson and Hansson (2005). The task
of goal-setting therefore may very well involve a trade-off between goals that
are action-motivating and goals that are action-guiding. This may lead to the
formulation of one single goal reflecting this compromise. However, it is often
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a better idea to adopt not a single goal but a whole system of goals at differ-
ent levels. As Edvardsson and Hansson point out: “One way of balancing the
criteria so as to optimize goal realization is to adopt goal systems in which
goals are set on different levels in order to supplement each other. In this way
visionary and highly motivating goals can be operationalized through more
precise and evaluable subgoals, or interim targets.” (ibid., p. 359)

On first sight, goal rationality in inquiry seems attractively simple: the
goal of inquiry is simply to find the truth. If this were correct, there wouldn't
be any need for a theory of goal-setting in this domain. On closer scrutiny,
however, considerable complexity emerges. For one, the goal to find the truth
does not by itself suggest any very definite course of action; it does not specify
in what direction one should go in order to reach the goal, except possibly
that one should use a method that is reliable — one that is likely to lead to true
beliefs. Still, the goal itself does not indicate what those methods are. In fact,
not only directional completeness but also the other aspects of goal rationality
identified in the SMART+ model make good sense as principles governing
goal rationality in inquiry, and it is not clear that they are maximized by the
goal of truth.

For another example, it would clearly be desirable in science to have a goal
that is end-state evaluable in the sense that it is possible to know whether it
has been achieved. Once more, the goal of truth is not an obvious candidate.
Similarly, we would like scientific goals to be temporally complete, progres-
sively evaluable, attainable, and we would be happy to have goals that exert
the proper motivational force on the inquirer. Finally, there seems to be no
reason to think that science is devoid of goal conflicts. For instance, the goal
of truth could be satisfied by simply adopting a trivial theory, one which is
logically true. To avoid this, we need the further goal of informativity. But as
many epistemologists have observed (e.g. Levi, 1967), if we decide to adopt
both goals as ultimate ends this is likely to lead to a goal conflict since a more
informative theory is often less likely to be true. A theory that is very specific
regarding the causes of a particular kind of cancer may thereby be less likely
to be true than a less committed ’rheory.4 These remarks will, I hope, suffice as
a background and dialectical bridge to the following reconstruction of Peirce’s
argument to the effect that truth cannot be a goal of inquiry.

4 For a related issue and some complications, see Bovens and Olsson (2002).

5 For the purposes of simplicity and definiteness, I will in the following take “truth” in its ob-
jectivist or realist sense as referring to correspondence with an external reality, although I conjec-
ture that much of the reasoning that follows would survive a weakening to “empirical adequacy”,
or the like.
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4. Peirce on belief as the goal of inquiry

In a famous essay, Peirce argues that, contrary to the received view, the goal
of inquiry is not truth, or true belief, but merely belief or “opinion” (Peirce,
1955, pp. 10-11):

[T]he sole object of inquiry is the settlement of opinion. We may
fancy that this is not enough for us, and that we seek, not merely
an opinion, but a true opinion. But put this fancy to the test and
it proves groundless; for as soon as a firm belief is reached we are
entirely satisfied, whether the belief be true or false. And it is clear
that nothing out of the sphere of our knowledge can be our object,
for nothing which does not affect the mind can be the motive for
mental effort. The most that can be maintained is, that we seek for
a belief that we shall think to be true. But we think each one of our
beliefs to be true, and, indeed, it is mere tautology to say so.

We recall that, for Peirce, belief or opinion is, by definition, that upon which
an inquirer is prepared to act. Hence, Peirce is proposing to reduce the goal of
scientific inquiry to the goal of attaining that upon which we are prepared to
act.

In the latter part of the quote, Peirce seems to be maintaining that the true
state of things does not affect the mind and therefore cannot be the motive of
mental effort. But the claim that the facts of the matter do not affect the mind
is a counterintuitive one. When I look out the window, I come to believe that
there is a tree just 10 meters away. Normally, this belief is caused by the tree,
or the fact that there is a tree, which is thus affecting my mind.®

On another interpretation, Peirce is thinking of objective truth as essen-
tially “mind-independent”. If so, one could be led to think that it follows
trivially that objective truth cannot affect the mind, for nothing that is mind-
independent can if that is what “mind-independent” means. But this is an
irrelevant sense of mind-independence. In a less trivial sense, something is
mind-independent and objective if it does not depend entirely on our will.
Truth is mind-independent in the latter sense but not in the former. What is
true — for example that there is a tree outside the window — does not depend

6 It could be objected that Peirce is here using “truth” in a technical sense, signifying what is
collectively accepted by all researchers once scientific inquiry has come to an end. Truth in that
sense presumably does not exert any direct influence on a particular mind now. Still, this is an
implausible interpretation of Peirce in the present context, as there is no concrete sign that truth
should be given any special technical meaning.
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entirely on our will but it is still something that can affect us in various ways,
and typically does so through our observations.

Peirce is right, though, in stating that once we believe something, e.g. that
there is a tree out there, we cannot, pending further inquiry, distinguish the
state we are in from a state of true belief. If S believes that p, or believes truly
that p, she cannot tell whether she has attained the first goal or the second. She
will, from the position of the goal end state, judge that she believes that p just
in case she will judge that she believes truly that p. Peirce can be understood
as maintaining that this fact alone makes it more rational, or appropriate, to
view the goal of inquiry in terms of fixing belief rather than in terms of fixing
true belief. Is that correct?

Let us look at the matter from a more abstract perspective. We will say that
two goals Gy and G; are end-state evaluation equivalent for a subject S if, upon
attaining one of G; or Gy, S cannot tell whether she attained G; or G,. Peirce,
in the argument under scrutiny; is relying on the following principle:

(Peirce’s Principle) If (i) G; and G, are end-state evaluation equiv-
alent for a subject S, and (ii) Gy is logically stronger than G,, then
G, is more rational, or appropriate, than G; for S.

Is this principle valid as a general principle of goal rationality? I will argue
that it is not. Here is a counterexample:

Suppose that P is a pollutant that is dangerous to humans and that M is
a device which indicates whether or not the amount of P in the air exceeds
the limits that have been set by an international body. Moreover, there is no
other device that can be used for this purpose. However, M is not fully reli-
able and it sometimes misfires. Let G; be the goal of using the device M and
successfully determining whether the air is free of P-pollution; and let G, be
merely the goal of using the device M. G; and G; are end-state evaluation
equivalent for the measuring person S: upon attaining G; or G, she cannot
distinguish one from the other. Moreover, G, is logically entailed by Gy. It
would follow from Peirce’s Principle that G; is more rational than G;. But this
conclusion can be questioned. It is true that G, is more easily attained than
G1. But Gy is surely more inspiring than Gy; it is, to use Peirce’s own expres-
sion, a stronger “motive for mental effort”. It cannot, therefore, be concluded
that G, is more rational, or achievement-inducing, than G;. Hence, the prin-
ciple presupposed by Peirce is plausibly not generally valid. This observation
is sufficient to undermine Peirce’s argument that the goal of belief is more
rational, or appropriate, than the goal of true belief.
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Indeed, the goal of true belief, or the goal of truth for short, does sound
more inspirational than the goal of settling belief. Many people, not least those
equipped with a scientific mind, will go to almost any length to find the truth
of the matter, sometimes even in practically insignificant affairs. Disregarding
the special case of religious faith, comparatively few would be willing to incur
similar personal and other costs for the sole gain of settling a corresponding
opinion.

Apart from the general invalidity of Peirce’s Principle, there may be other
differences between the goal of belief and that of true belief that are worth
attending to. One such factor is a difference in precision. We recall that a goal
is said to be directionally complete if it specifies in what direction one should
go in order to reach the goal. We have noted that the goal of true does not do
terribly well on this score. But it might still do better than the goal of belief.
For the goal of true belief suggests, albeit imperfectly, that the belief be fixed,
not by any old method, but by one that is likely to establish the truth of the
matter. This would suggest to the inquisitive mind such things as evidence-
gathering, hypothesis-testing, the use of scientific instruments, and so on. The
goal of belief does not suggest as vividly any particular course of action. It is
compatible with using a wider range of methods, including methods that are
not truth-oriented but focus, say, on the systematic disregard of contravening
evidence.

Finally, there is a difference between the two goals on the ability dimen-
sion, concerning what we can do to approach the respective goals. This is
related to the presumed difference in directional completeness. The goal of
belief can be approach and evaluated along one dimension only: degree of
belief. The stronger our belief is, the closer we are to achieving the goal of
(full) belief. The goal of truth, by contrast, can in addition be approach, at
least in principle, along the dimension of truth-likeness: the closer we are to
the truth, the closer we are to achieving the goal of true belief ceteris paribus.

5. Rorty on justification as the goal of inquiry

After this warm-up on Peirce, I turn now to Rorty himself and an argument
presented in a paper from 1995, drawing partly on earlier work (e.g. Rorty,
1986), to the conclusion that truth is not legitimately viewed as the goal of
inquiry. This is a conclusion also drawn by Peirce, as we saw, but where Peirce
thought that the goal of truth should be replaced by the goal of belief, Rorty
proposes that the proper replacement is rather justified belief. Apart from this
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notable difference, their respective arguments are strikingly similar.
The starting point of Rorty’s 1995 paper is the following declaration (p.
281):

Pragmatists think that if something makes no difference to prac-
tice, it should make no difference to philosophy. This conviction
makes them suspicious of the philosopher’s emphasis on the dif-
ference between justification and truth. For that difference makes
no difference to my decisions about what to do. If I have con-
crete, specific doubts about whether one of my beliefs is true, I can
resolve those doubts only by asking whether it is adequately jus-
tified — by finding and assessing additional reasons pro and con. I
cannot bypass justification and confine my attention to truth: as-
sessment of truth and assessment of justification are, when the
question is about what I should believe now (rather than about
why I, or someone else, acted as we did) the same activity.

He adds, a few pages later on (p. 286):

The need to justify our beliefs and desires to ourselves and our
fellow agents subjects us to norms, and obedience to these norms
produces a behavioral pattern that we must detect in others before
confidently attributing beliefs to them. But there seems no occa-
sion to look for obedience to an additional norm — the command-
ment to seek the truth. For ... obedience to that norm will produce
no behavior not produced by the need to offer justification.

Thus, in Rorty’s view the goal of scientific inquiry is not truth but being in
a position to justify one’s belief. Rorty, moreover, views justification as es-
sentially unrelated to truth, which in the end is a notion he favors dropping
altogether (p. 299). One of the conclusions of his essay is that, on the Dewey-
inspired theory which he advocates, “the difference between the carpenter
and the scientist is simply the difference between a workman who justifies his
action mainly by reference to the movements of matter and one who justifies
his mainly by reference to the behavior of his colleagues” (ibid.).

Let us properly dissect this central line of reasoning, drawing on the theory
of goal-setting previously introduced. Rorty, as quoted above, is contrasting
two goals: the goal of attaining a true belief and the goal of attaining a justi-
fied belief. On the reading I would like to highlight, he is offering an argument
that is similar to Peirce’s argument for the propriety of the goal of belief, but —
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again - for a slightly different conclusion. Rorty is pointing out that the goal
of attaining a true belief and the goal of attaining a (sufficiently) justified be-
lief are end-state evaluation equivalent from the point of view of the inquirer:
once the inquirer has attained either of these goals, she cannot tell which one
she attained. This much seems true. Yet Peirce’s Principle is not directly ap-
plicable as it demands that, among the goals under consideration, one goal
be logically stronger than the other. The two goals of true belief and justified
belief are not at all logically related, at least not as justification is standardly
conceived.”

Still, the goal of justified belief is plausibly more directionally complete
than the goal of true belief, it specifies more clearly in what direction to pro-
ceed in order to satisfy the goal, and in the quote above this is a feature that
Rorty highlights. On a plausible reconstruction, the general principle under-
lying Rorty’s reasoning, then, is this:

(Rorty’s Principle) If (i) G; and G, are end-state evaluation equiva-
lent for a subject S, and (ii) G is more directionally complete than
G, then G, is more rational, or legitimate, than G; for S.

But this principle shares the fate of Peirce’s Principle of being plausibly gener-
ally invalid. Since the problem is similar in both cases, I shall not this time give
an explicit counterexample. Suffice it to note that beside directional complete-
ness, there are — as we have seen — several other aspects of a goal that play
a part in determining its relative rationality or suitability. One such aspect
is, to repeat, the motivational one. This aspect is interesting in this context
because, as we noted, it often offsets the directional aspect. Goals that are
strongly motivational are in practice rarely directionally complete, and vice
versa. Thus many are motivated by goals such as achieving “world peace”
or “a completely just society” and yet these goals do not per se suggest any
particular cause of action. Conversely, goals that give detailed advice for how
to act tend, as a matter of psychological fact, to be less inspirational.

As we have already noted, the goal of truth, though directionally less com-
plete than the goal of justification, may still be more rational in virtue of its
inspirational qualities. Hence, pace Rorty we cannot conclude, from the pre-
sumed fact that the goal of true belief and the goal of justified belief are end-
state evaluation equivalent and the latter more directionally compete than the
former, that the latter is also the more suitable aim.

7T am here assuming a standard fallibilist account of justification according to which a belief
can be justified without being true.
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Leaving Rorty’s discussion aside, a natural view to adopt concerning the
relation between the two goals of true belief and justified belief, from a SMART+
perspective, is that they could very well live side by side, supplementing each
other: the goal of truth providing the visionary, motivating factor and the goal
of justification playing the more action-guiding part. Drawing on the upshots
of section 3, there are prima facie two ways of implementing this recommen-
dation. One would be to adopt a system of goals wherein both goals figure,
the goal of truth as a high-level goal and the goal of justification as lower-level
goal, the latter operationalizing the former. The other way would be to com-
press the two goals into one goal, the goal, namely, to attain a justified true
belief. The latter goal amounts, incidentally, to the goal of attaining knowledge,
as that concept is traditionally conceived.

6. Conclusion

Reconnecting to the Engel-Rorty dispute, the first point I wish to make, based
on the above considerations, is the marginal one that while Engel is right to
point out that Peirce and Rorty advocate very different versions of pragma-
tism in general, they reject the proposal that truth is a goal of inquiry for rea-
sons that are, in fact, striking similar. They both rely on an “indistinguisha-
bility” principle according to which a subject is unable to distinguish the goal
of truth from some other, more mundane goal, an observation which is then
taken to speak in favor of the latter as the more legitimate aim to pursue.

More important, I have tried to make likely that Rorty’s argument against
truth as a goal of inquiry, the force of which Engel seems to concede, possibly
only for the sake of argument, is unconvincing from the perspective of the
general theory of goal-setting. The main problem is that the argument relies
on an empirical thesis which, in its general form, is plainly false or at least
highly controversial: the thesis, namely, that visionary and utopian goals —
to which we must count the goal of truth as a special case — do not affect
practice. The general theory of goal-setting, and the empirical work upon
which it partly relies, suggests that exactly the opposite holds: such goals
do affect practice through the increased “mental effort”, to borrow Peirce’s
phrase, which they induce in the subjects entertaining them. They do so to
the extent that their disadvantages from a goal-setting perspective are in many
cases offset.

To make the point more vivid, consider the following closing statement by
Rorty in the the debate with Engel (pp. 44-45):
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“Trying to do the right thing will lead us to do just the same things
we would do when we try to justify our actions to ourselves and
others. We do not have any way to establish the truth of a belief or
the rightness of an action except by reference to the justifications
we offer for thinking what we think or doing what we do. The
philosophical distinction between justification and truth seems not
to have practical consequences. This is why pragmatists think it is
not worth pondering.”

We can now see that, far from being a priori certain, Rorty is here relying
on a substantial empirical hypothesis about human psychology, a hypothesis
which we have — once more — considerable reasons to doubt.

Very probably, then, the goal of truth should be cherished rather than
shunned by pragmatists as a goal which, due to its inspirational qualities, is as
practice-affecting as one could ever wish. It is indeed curious that this point
has not yet, as it appears, received widespread recognition and acceptance. In
his patient and insightful engagement with Rorty on these and other issues,
Engel makes much in the direction of setting the record straight.
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La vérité regonflée? Réflexions sur le
réalisme minimal de Pascal Engel *

CLAUDE PANACCIO

1. Vers une théorie de la vérité

La notion de vérité a fasciné Pascal Engel depuis les tout débuts de sa car-
riere philosophique. Son premier livre, en 1989, s’intitulait La norme du vrai et
la deuxieme partie (sur quatre) en était consacrée au théme « Vérité et signi-
fication ».! L'ouvrage sur Donald Davidson ensuite, Davidson et la philosophie
du langage en 1994, accordait comme de raison une place centrale a la théorie
de la vérité qui est I'un des accomplissements les plus connus du philosophe
américain.? Et sans parler de nombreux articles ici et 1a3, il y a eu encore le
petit livre de 1998, La vérité. Réflexions sur quelques truismes*, le débat de 2002
a Paris avec Richard Rorty, publié sous le titre A quoi bon la vérité ? et traduit
depuis en plusieurs langues5, et surtout, en 2002, aussi, son livre en anglais,
Truth, sur lequel je me concentrerai ici principalement.® ouvrage se présente

*Une premiére version de ce texte a été présentée lors des Conférences Hugues Leblanc 2008
de I’'Université du Québec a Montréal, dont Pascal Engel était I'invité d’honneur.

1p Engel, La norme du vrai. Philosophie de la logique, Paris, Gallimard, 1989.

2 p Engel, Davidson et la philosophie du langage, Paris, PUF, 1994.

3 Par exemple : P. Engel, « Truth and the aim of belief », dans G. Gillies (éd.), Laws and Models
in Science, Londres, King’s College, 2005, pp. 77-97 ; « Is truth effable », dans R. E. Auxier et L. E.
Hahn (éds.), The Philosophy of Jaakko Hintikka, La Salle, I11., Open Court, 2005, pp. 625-641 ; « Vérité,
croyance et justification : propos d'un béotien dogmatique », dans A. Wald Lasowski (éd.), Pensées
pour le siecle, Paris, Fayard, 2008, pp. 212-234.

* P. Engel, La vérité. Réflexion sur quelques truismes, Paris, Hatier, 1998.

5 P. Engel et R. Rorty, A quoi bon la vérité ? Paris, Grasset, 2005.

6 P Engel, Truth, Montréal/Kingston, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2002.
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en quatriéme de couverture comme un « introduction critique aux questions
philosophiques contemporaines en théorie de la vérité », mais Pascal Engel,
en réalité, y met en place sa propre théorie, qu’il appelle le réalisme minimal,
une position qu’il avait commencé & développer des La norme du vrai, mais qui
trouve la sa formulation la plus achevée.

Comme dans ses autres travaux, Engel développe son approche a tra-
vers une discussion riche et précise de ce qu’il y a de plus pertinent sur la
question dans la philosophie analytique depuis les Frege, Russell, Wittgen-
stein, Quine, Davidson et Putnam jusqu’aux écrits les plus récents, dont il est,
comme d’habitude, exceptionnellement bien informé, qu’il s’agisse de Cris-
pin Wright, Hartry Field, Paul Horwich, John McDowell, David Wiggins ou
d’autres. Cette érudition, cependant, ne cache jamais qu’il y a 1a une démarche
unifiée, une perspective fermement assumée et surtout une théorie, qui s’arti-
cule en un certain nombre de theses précises.

Une des composantes de la ligne qu’adopte Engel? je le dis d’emblée
parce que c’est un élément majeur de sa démarche, mais sur lequel je ne re-
viendrai pas dans ce qui va suivre ?, c’est bien évidemment la polémique, la
« dispute » oserais-je dire, qu’il poursuit depuis des années avec le courant
postmoderniste frangais, pour lequel la notion méme de vérité n’est qu'un
leurre assez suspect. Au cceur de son ouvrage de 1997, La dispute’, ot la no-
tion de vérité occupe une place centrale, ce débat est aussi présent dans Truth,
du moins en filigrane. Foucault notamment entre en scéne deés I'introduction,
avec Heidegger et Nietzsche, pour reparaitre ensuite dans les derniéres pages
du livre, ot il est décrit comme I« un des plus flamboyants représentants » de
cet historicisme postmoderniste que Pascal Engel entend récuser.® Mais entre
ces deux apparitions spectrales du trio de sorcieres, le scénario de Truth se
développe a l'intérieur du paradigme de la philosophie analytique.

Le premier chapitre est consacré aux théories « classiques » de la vérité
de Wittgenstein, Russell et d’autres, Engel les qualifie de théories substantielles
parce qu’elles tiennent la vérité pour une propriété véritable, objective, indé-
pendante de l'esprit et que 1’on peut caractériser ou définir de fagon éclairante
dans une théorisation qui a une portée réelle, métaphysique méme, que ce
soit dans les théories de la vérité correspondance, dans les théories cohéren-
tistes ou méme dans certaines théories pragmatistes comme celle de Peirce. Il
souleve a propos de chacune un certain nombre de difficultés importantes, de

7P. Engel, La dispute. Une introduction a la philosophie analytique, Paris, Editions de Minuit, 1997.
8P. Engel, Truth, op. cit., p.149. Toutes les traductions frangaises de citations tirées de cet ou-
vrage dans la suite du présent article sont de moi.
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sorte qu’a la fin du chapitre, si l’on suit 1’auteur, on ne met plus trop d’espoir
de ce coté-la.

Le chapitre 2 se tourne vers les approches dites « déflationnistes », qui
soutiennent que la vérité n’est pas une propriété réelle de quoi que ce soit.
Les expressions comme « il est vrai que » et le prédicat de vérité? le terme
« vrai » ? ne servent a leurs yeux qu’a marquer 1’assentiment du locuteur a
I'endroit de certains contenus. Dans les versions les plus radicales du défla-
tionnisme, une expression comme « il est vrai que » n’est rien d’autre qu’'un
marqueur de force illocutoire. Il y a certes des positions déflationnistes plus
modérées que d’autres, mais 1'idée de base est toujours que du point de vue
du contenu d’information, « il est vrai que p » ou « p est vrai » n’ajoutent rien
a « p » tout court et n’introduisent, en particulier, aucune nouvelle référence
a une propriété ou une relation objective quelconque. Mais de nouveau En-
gel souléve toutes sortes de difficultés et 'on semble dans I'impasse a la fin
de ce chapitre puisque ni les théories qui gonflent la vérité (les théories sub-
stantielles) ni celles qui la dégonflent (le déflationnisme) ne paraissent avoir
quelque chance de succés.

Que faire donc ? Les trois derniers chapitres, et surtout le 3 et le 4, montrent
la voie et mettent en place la solution qu’Engel favorise, le réalisme minimal.
Cela consiste, pour le dire caricaturalement a stade-ci, a dégonfler la notion
de vérité dans un premier temps, mais pas completement (c’est la compo-
sante minimaliste de la théorie) pour ensuite la regonfler (c’est la composante
réaliste). Regardons-y de plus preés.

2. Leréalisme minimal

Engel lui-méme caractérise cette approche en termes un peu semblables dans
la conclusion de Truth :

... l'approche réaliste minimale [...] permet a notre concept de
vérité de rester mince sans nous empécher d’accepter le réalisme
quant a la véri-aptitude [truth-aptness]. Cela nous a conduit & un
regonflement, ou une resubstantialisation du concept de vérité et
de la propriété qu’il dénote. Mais la « substance » ainsi réintro-
duite n’est pas celle que visaient les tentatives définitionnelles des
théories traditionnelles.’

°Tbid., p. 147.
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Le probleme que je souléverai, autant le dire tout de suite, est qu’il est bien
difficile a la notion de vérité de rester mince une fois qu’elle est regonflée!
Mais il faut d’abord dire plus précisément en quoi consiste le réalisme mini-
mal d’Engel. Je le ferai en commentant les sept theses par lesquelles l'auteur
le définit, quatre pour la composante minimaliste et trois pour la composante
réaliste.'0

These 1 : La notion de vérité est une notion « mince » qui se caractérise
par un certain nombre de truismes sur I'assertion, la correspondance, efc.

C’est la these minimaliste de base. Les truismes dont il est question sont ins-
pirés de Crispin Wright!! ; Engel déja en avait donné une liste dans La vérité
en 1998!2

(a) Asserter un énoncé, c’est le présenter comme vrai.

On ne peut pas, en d’autres mots, asserter sérieusement un énoncé et refuser
en méme temps de le tenir pour vrai. C’est la d’entrée de jeu un probleme
majeur pour ceux qui prétendent récuser la notion de vérité, mais qui ne se
font pas faute pour autant d’affirmer toutes sortes de choses.

(b) «p » estvrai si et seulement si p.

C’est la célebre condition d’adéquation matérielle & laquelle devait satisfaire

selon Tarski toute théorie acceptable de la vérité.!?

(c) Les énoncés susceptibles d’étre vrais ont des négations suscep-
tibles d’étre vraies.

A quoi I’'on peut ajouter que ces énoncés peuvent également étre insérés dans
des conjonctions, des disjonctions et des conditionnelles susceptibles, elles
aussi, d’étre vraies.

(d) Etre vrai n’est pas la méme chose qu’étre justifié.

10 1bid., p. 89.

My/oir C. Wright, Truth and Objectivity, Harvard, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1992.

12P, Engel, La vérité, op. cit., p. 57.

13Cf. A. Tarski, « The semantic conception of truth and the foundations of semantics », Philoso-
phy and Phenomenological Research, 4, 1944, pp. 341-376 ; trad. fr. : « La conception sémantique de la
vérité et les fondements de la sémantique », dans G. G. Granger ef al. (éds.), Alfred Tarski. Logique,
sémantique, métamathématique 1923-1944, Paris, Armand Colin, 1974, vol. II, pp. 265-305.
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L’idée de vérité n’est pas essentiellement épistémique. Dire que quelque chose
est vrai, ce n’est encore rien dire quant a la fagon dont nous le savons ni quant
a ce qui justifie épistémiquement de le dire. C’est 1a un point crucial méme si
c’est un truisme, et & propos duquel on se heurte a de fréquentes confusions
dans les débats philosophiques.

(e) Etre vrai, c’est correspondre aux faits.

Encore faut-il prendre cet énoncé lui-méme de fagon relaxe et purement tau-
tologique : dire « c’est un fait qu’il pleut » revient exactement au méme que
« c’est vrai qu’il pleut ». Tel quel, ce principe n’est pas censé nous engager sur
la voie d"une métaphysique de la correspondance et d’une ontologie des faits
et des états de choses comme celle de David Armstrong par exemple.'4

Tel est le genre de truismes dont parle la thése 1. Engel en propose une
liste un peu différente dans Truth!'®, mais elle demanderait des explications
supplémentaires qui sont moins directement pertinentes pour mon propos et
je m’en tiendrai ici a ces cing-la. Deux remarques s’imposent tout de suite ce-
pendant. D’abord, la thése minimaliste n’est pas que la notion de vérité doive
satisfaire au moins a ces truismes, c’est qu’elle n’a pas besoin de satisfaire a
plus : ’ensemble des truismes devrait nous fournir a toutes fins pratiques des
conditions suffisantes pour la notion de vérité. Deuxiemement, truismes ou
pas, la série proposée ci-dessus est déja trop exigeante, parce que (b), la chose
est bien connue, conduit a des paradoxes, celui du Menteur notamment : toute
notion qui satisfait a la condition d’adéquation matérielle de Tarski (« p » est
vrai si et seulement si p) est ultimement incohérente. La notion minimaliste
de vérité telle qu’elle est présentée par Engel parait donc prima facie condam-
née. C’est un indice, déja, de la nécessité d"une reconstruction théorique plus
robuste que ce que laisse entendre au départ le minimalisme. La chose est
majeure et Engel lui-méme reproche a Paul Horwich de laisser de coté le pro-
bleme des paradoxes'®, mais il ny insiste guere non plus dans Truth et je lais-
serai moi aussi ce point de c6té dans le présent contexte.

These 2 : Le terme « vrai » ne constitue pas un simple marqueur d’asser-
tion ou de décitation.

C’est ici que le minimalisme d’Engel, avec celui de Crispin Wright, s’écarte du
déflationnisme radical : le terme « vrai » et les autres expressions apparentées

14Voir notamment D. Armstrong, A World of States of Affairs, Cambridge, Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1997 ; ou Sketch for a Systematic Metaphysics, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2010.

15Voir P. Engel, Truth, op. cit., p. 67.

161bid., p. 51.
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ne sont pas pour lui de purs marqueurs de force illocutoire. C’est pourquoi je
disais plus haut que méme a 1’étape minimaliste de la théorie, la notion de vé-
rité n'y est pas entierement dégonflée. Engel la-dessus offre divers arguments
assez classiques, et qui me paraissent décisifs. Le déflationnisme radical, no-
tamment, s’Taccommode mal du fait qu'un énoncé de forme « p est vrai » peut
étre inséré dans une clause conditionnelle ol1 « p » n’est pas asserté.

These 3 : Les porteurs de vérité sont des propositions.

Engel prend le terme de « proposition » au sens qui est courant en philo-
sophie analytique pour désigner des entités abstraites et non linguistiques
qui peuvent étre exprimées par des phrases et sont des contenus possibles de
croyances. La these donc est litigieuse puisque I'existence méme de telles en-
tités est problématique. Je trouve préférable, pour ma part, d’élire des unités
linguistiques comme porteurs de vérité, des phrases notamment, ou mieux
encore des occurrences de phrases. Mais il ne sera pas nécessaire d’entrer ici
trés avant dans cette question controversée. Je me contenterai de signaler que
cette these pose au réalisme minimal un probléeme de cohésion interne. L'ap-
proche en effet? on y reviendra ci-dessous ? accorde une grande importance
a l'idée de « véri-aptitude » (truth-aptness), la véri-aptitude, dans ce vocabu-
laire, étant la capacité d’une unité quelconque d’étre vraie ou fausse. Mais
les propositions, si elles existent, sont toutes vraies ou fausses et la notion de
véri-aptitude donc n’a pas grande pertinence dans leur cas. L'intérét de cette
notion dans la démarche d’Engel tient a ce que la question se pose pour cer-
tains types de discours? ceux de I'éthique, par exemple, ou de l'esthétique
ou méme des mathématiques? de savoir si les énoncés produits dans ces do-
maines ont ou non des valeurs de vérité. Cette question, bien évidemment, ne
concerne pas les propositions, puisque la réponse alors serait triviale. Dans la
mesure oil la question de la véri-aptitude est philosophiquement intéressante,
comme Engel le pense, il faut que les porteurs de la véri-aptitude soient en
général des énoncés ou des phrases, c’est-a-dire des unités linguistiques. Et
c’est bien ainsi qu’Engel formule lui-méme les problemes de véri-aptitude au
chapitre 4 de Truth. Un certain antiréalisme en éthique, par exemple, y est pré-
senté comme soutenant que les énoncés moraux (ethical statements) ne sont pas
véri-aptes, alors que le réalisme au contraire affirme qu’ils le sont.!” Mais cette
querelle n"aurait pas de sens si les « énoncés » n’étaient pas, dans ce vocabu-
laire, quelque chose de linguistique ? ou du moins qui dépende du langage de
facon essentielle.

1bid., pp. 105-112.
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Le probleme que je veux signaler au sujet de la thése 3 est donc le sui-
vant. Pour que la véri-aptitude joue le role qu’Engel veut lui confier dans le
cadre de son réalisme minimal, les porteurs de la véri-aptitude doivent étre
des unités linguistiques. Or la véri-aptitude étant la capacité d’étre vrai ou
faux, les porteurs de la vérité ou de la fausseté doivent en principe étre les
mémes que ceux de la véri-aptitude. Il en résulte que les porteurs de la vérité,
dans le cadre du réalisme minimal, devraient étre des unités linguistiques et
non des propositions. On peut certes éviter cette conséquence en disant que la
véri-aptitude n’est pas en fin de compte la capacité d’étre vrai ou faux, mais la
capacité d’exprimer quelque chose de vrai ou de faux, c’est-a-dire la capacité
d’exprimer une proposition. Les porteurs de la véri-aptitude pourraient dif-
férer des lors des porteurs de vérité. Dans ce cas, cependant, la fagon méme
d’introduire la notion de véri-aptitude devrait étre revue de méme que son
rapport précis avec la notion de vérité. La chose est faisable sans doute, mais
on se simplifierait la vie, de ce point de vue du moins, en admettant d’em-
blée que les valeurs de vérité sont attribuées a des unités d’ordre linguistique.
C’est en tout cas ce que je ferai dans la suite de ce texte, mais a vrai dire cela
n’aura pas grand impact quant au probléme principal que je veux soulever.

These 4 : La notion de vérité est univoque d’un domaine a l'autre.

Engel s’oppose ici au pluralisme de Crispin Wright. On n’a pas, selon lui, une
notion de vérité en sciences, une autre en éthique et une autre encore en esthé-
tique etc., mais une seule et méme notion partout, une these que je concéderai
bien volontiers.

Ces theses 1 a 4 constituent la composante minimaliste du réalisme mi-
nimal. L'important parmi elles pour ce qui nous concerne, ce sont les deux
premiéres : minimalisme, oui (thése 1), mais non pas déflationnisme radical
(these 2). La composante réaliste ensuite s’exprime dans les theses 5a 7.

Thése 5 : Malgré 'univocité de la notion de vérité, la question du réa-
lisme et de I'antiréalisme ne se pose pas de la méme fagcon dans tous les
domaines.

L’idée ici est que I'on peut étre réaliste dans un domaine sans 1’étre dans un
autre, ce qu’Engel exprime - un peu énigmatiquement, me semble-t-il - en
disant que le minimalisme eu égard a la vérité n'implique pas le minimalisme
eu égard a la véri-aptitude. Le réalisme minimal se révele alors ne pas étre
minimaliste eu égard a la véri-aptitude. C’est la quelque chose d’étonnant a
ce stade-ci et d’assez problématique. ]’y reviendrai.
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These 6 : La véri-aptitude dans chaque domaine doit étre évaluée a I'aune
d’un critere réaliste.

La question qu’il faut se poser est en gros la suivante : jusqu’a quel point
le domaine en question est-il indépendant des jugements que nous portons
ou pourrions porter a son sujet ? On doit alors recourir pour évaluer la véri-
aptitude des énoncés d'un domaine en particulier a des considérations com-
plexes et beaucoup moins truistiques que celles de la these 1.

These 7 : Dans chaque domaine, la vérité réaliste, au sens de la these 6,
est la norme de nos enquétes.

Ainsi se retrouve-t-on en bout de piste, petit coup de théatre, avec une vérité
regonflée, qu’Engel appelle ici la « vérité réaliste au sens de la these 6 », c’est-a-
dire au sens d’'une indépendance totale par rapport a nos jugements et méme
a nos capacités de jugement.

Je voudrais soulever a propos de cette approche un probleme de fond :
pourquoi ne s’oriente-t-elle pas sans réserve vers une conception substantielle
de la vérité?

3. Le réalisme minimal et la vérité substantielle

Arrétons-nous d’abord, pour amorcer cette réflexion, sur les rapports entre
vérité et véri-aptitude. Si la véri-aptitude est la capacité d’étre vrai ou faux,
tout ce qui est vrai est véri-apte. Ou du moins, pour faire une concession a
l'idiome des propositions : un énoncé ne peut pas exprimer une proposition
vraie s’il n’est pas véri-apte. Cela parait tautologique. Mais s’il en est ainsi,
le théoricien ne peut pas en toute cohérence se montrer plus restrictif pour
la véri-aptitude que pour la vérité. Prima facie donc, il parait difficile de s’en
tenir avec Engel a des conditions minimales pour ce qui est de la notion de vé-
rité, mais d’imposer a celle de véri-aptitude des criteres réalistes plus contrai-
gnants et je trouve difficile a comprendre a ce stade-ci la thése 5 ci-dessus,
selon laquelle le minimalisme eu égard a la vérité n’implique pas le minima-
lisme eu égard a la véri-aptitude.

Deux interprétations semblent possibles. La premiere est que 1’on se re-
trouve en fait avec deux notions différentes de vérité. Cela est suggéré par la
formulation méme de la these 7 quand elle évoque « la vérité réaliste au sens
de la these 6 », comme si l'on avait une notion minimaliste de vérité pour les
theses 1 a 4 et une autre, plus exigeante, pour les theses 6 et 7. La premiere,
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plus relaxe, satisferait aux truismes énumérés plus haut ef a rien d’autre, alors
que la seconde, plus robuste, satisferait en plus a la contrainte d’indépendance
eu égard a nos capacités épistémiques. Cette lecture dualiste, cependant, ne
saurait convenir a Engel. D’abord, elle compromettrait 1'unité méme du réa-
lisme minimal. Au lieu d"une seule, on aurait la deux théories, une approche
minimaliste pour la notion relaxe et une théorie réaliste pour 'autre.

Il en découlerait en outre que d’un point de vue philosophique, la notion
relaxe n’aurait que bien peu d’intérét, puisque les questions philosophiques
les plus pertinentes, au dire d’Engel lui-méme, concernent les débats régio-
naux entre réalisme et antiréalisme, par exemple en éthique, en mathéma-
tiques ou méme en physique.!® Un antiréaliste qui soutiendrait, disons, que
les énoncés éthiques ne sont ni vrais ni faux « au sens réaliste » serait assez
mal venu d’asserter quand méme certains de ces énoncés. Il est incohérent de
dire qu’il n’est ni vrai ni faux que le mensonge soit moralement condamnable,
et d’affirmer néanmoins : « le mensonge est moralement condamnable ». Un
tel antiréaliste ne peut pas de fagon cohérente asserter sérieusement des énon-
cés moraux et n’aura que faire donc, dans le cadre de 1'éthique, d"une notion
de vérité qui satisferait aux truismes de la thése 1. Il ne pourrait pas de fagon
cohérente soutenir que les énoncés moraux ne sont ni vrais ni faux au sens
réaliste (c’est-a-dire qu’ils ne sont pas véri-aptes), mais que pour autant cer-
tains sont vrais au sens relaxe, parce que les poser comme vrais au sens relaxe
le commettrait a les asserter, ce qu’il ne peut pas faire sans incohérence, si du
moins il parle sérieusement. Peut-étre cet antiréaliste prétendra-t-il, pour trou-
ver une échappatoire, qu’en disant « le mensonge est moralement condam-
nable », il n’entend pas faire une assertion, mais une prescription sous un
mode déguisé. Mais dans ce cas, soit il refusera de dire « il est vrai que le men-
songe est moralement condamnable », méme au sens relaxe du terme « vrai »,
et du coup puisqu’aucune assertion n’est faite, le truisme (a) ci-dessus (asser-
ter un énoncé, c’est le présenter comme vrai) ne s’appliquera tout simplement
pas. Soit il acceptera quand méme 1'énoncé « il est vrai que le mensonge est
moralement condamnable », mais en précisant que de méme que la pseudo-
assertion « le mensonge est moralement condamnable » releve d'une fagon
de parler non sérieuse, et méme trompeuse, de la méme maniere 1"énoncé « il
est vrai que le mensonge est moralement condamnable » constitue une facon
non sérieuse de s’exprimer. Mais alors, la notion relaxe de vérité deviendrait
non seulement mince, mais carrément frivole sur le plan philosophique. Dans
un cas comme dans l'autre, seule la notion réaliste serait philosophiquement

18Tout le chapitre 4 de Truth (. 99-124) est consacré a ce genre de discussions.
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intéressante et des deux théories engéliennes seule 1’approche réaliste serait
pertinente.

Une autre raison enfin pour laquelle l'interprétation dualiste est inaccep-
table pour Engel est qu’elle est incompatible avec la these 3, selon laquelle les
porteurs de vérité sont des propositions. Pour ceux en effet qui admettent les
propositions, un énoncé qui n’est pas véri-apte n’exprime aucune proposition.
Si donc les propositions sont les porteurs de la vérité minimaliste (la these 3
appartient a la composante minimaliste de ’approche engélienne), alors on ne
peut avoir quoi que ce soit de vrai au sens minimaliste si 1’énoncé correspon-
dant n’est pas véri-apte au sens réaliste et il n'y a pas lieu au bout du compte
de distinguer la deux notions de vérité. Récusons par conséquent ? avec Engel
lui-méme, j’en suis stir ? l'interprétation dualiste.

L’autre interprétation que je puisse voir requiert d’accepter que le vrai
soit un sous-ensemble du véri-apte. Il n’y a rien de vrai, donc, qui ne soit
véri-apte (ou qui ne corresponde a un énoncé véri-apte). La contrainte réaliste
d’indépendance vaudrait alors tout autant pour la notion (unique) de vérité.
Mais quelle est dans ce cas la pertinence de distinguer les deux composantes
de la théorie? Ce serait, pour autant que je puisse voir, de distinguer entre
une caractérisation de la notion de vérité et une caractérisation de la propriété
correspondante. La chose du reste est nettement suggérée par Engel :

Il y a en fait deux questions : I'une est de savoir si la vérité
est minimale, l’autre est de savoir si la véri-aptitude est également
minimale. Il n’est pas clair qu’il s’agisse la de la méme question,
car la premiere porte sur notre concept de vérité et ’autre sur la
propriété de vérité. Une réponse affirmative a la deuxieme n’est pas
donnée par une réponse affirmative a la premiére.!”

Les theses 1 a 4 dans cette optique caractérisent entierement la notion de vé-
rité : le prédicat de vérité est celui qui satisfait aux quatre conditions en ques-
tion. Mais pour qu’une unité quelconque tombe sous ce prédicat (ou exprime
quelque chose qui tombe sous ce prédicat), elle doit satisfaire certaines condi-
tions supplémentaires qui requiérent une explicitation d’un autre ordre. Il fau-
dra, par exemple, que des entités correspondantes existent réellement, indé-
pendamment de nos capacités épistémiques.

Cette démarcation entre ce qui caractérise la notion de vérité et ce qui
caractérise la propriété de vérité revient a la vieille distinction que tragaient
les médiévaux entre une définition quid nominis et une définition quid rei. La

19P, Engel, Truth, op. cit., p. 84 (avec les italiques de l'auteur).
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premiere sert a circonscrire 1'usage d’un terme donné et ses rapports analy-
tiques avec d’autres termes. Ainsi considérée, la caractérisation minimaliste
de la notion de vérité fournie par les theses 1 a 4 est strictement analytique.
Une définition quid rei, en revanche, est une caractérisation plus substantielle
de la chose méme. Ce serait en 1’occurrence une caractérisation substantielle
de ce que c’est pour un énoncé quelconque que d’étre vrai ou faux. Mais s’il
s’agit bien de cela, alors la composante réaliste de la théorie engélienne ? les
theses 5 a 7? commet son auteur a la recherche d'une définition quid rei de la
vérité, c’est-a-dire a la recherche d'une théorie substantielle de la vérité. Tant
que le philosophe n’a pas précisé, notamment, quelles sont les relations quun
énoncé doit entretenir avec les choses réelles pour étre dit vrai ou faux, il n’a
pas encore caractérisé de fagon éclairante la propriété méme de vérité. Notre
conclusion a ce stade-ci doit étre qu’une théorie réaliste de la véri-aptitude
appelle une théorie substantielle de la vérité.

Engel, cependant, nie cela, sur la base de deux arguments qu’il nous
faut maintenant examiner : « Si la véri-aptitude est une propriété de la vé-
rité, et si la véri-aptitude est robuste », écrit-il, « ne devons-nous pas conclure
que la vérité est elle-méme robuste et revenir a une conception substantielle ?
Non, pour deux raisons ».2? Le premier de ses arguments est que quoi qu’il
en soit des exigences réalistes, nous sommes en mesure de spécifier « les pro-
priétés de base du prédicat de vérité pour chacun des domaines » (éthique,
mathématiques, physique etc.) en évoquant seulement les conditions minima-
listes ? les truismes notamment de la thése 1.2 A quoi je répondrais que oui,
nous sommes en mesure de le faire. C’est 1a la caractérisation quid nominis,
c’est-a-dire analytique, du prédicat de vérité. Ce prédicat est tel, par exemple,
que quiconque affirme qu’il est vrai que p est tenu a concéder que p. Mais que
cette caractérisation quid nominis soit possible en termes minimalistes n’em-
péche pas qu’une caractérisation plus substantielle ? quid rei? soit requise si
'on est réaliste dans au moins un domaine. Engel lui-méme semble aller en ce
sens lorsqu’il explique que le réaliste scientifique peut bien admettre, avec le
nominalisme, que « il existe des électrons » est vrai si et seulement si il existe
des électrons, mais qu’il nous doit alors quelque explication supplémentaire
par dela cette simple équivalence.?? Je ne prétends pas autre chose : le réa-
liste? en physique par exemple ? ne peut s’en tenir au minimalisme, il doit
fournir une théorie substantielle.

D1bid., p. 120.
21bid., pp. 120-121.
21bid., p. 84.
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Engel répliquera peut-étre que ce dont le réaliste a besoin a ce stade-ci
n’est pas une théorie substantielle de la vérité, mais une théorie des électrons.
Telle réponse, cependant, ne suffit pas. Une théorie réaliste de la véri-aptitude
des énoncés portant apparemment sur les électrons devrait spécifier d"une fa-
¢on ou d’'une autre les rapports que ces énoncés doivent entretenir avec les
électrons pour étre vrais, par exemple qu’ils doivent contenir un terme réfé-
rant a des électrons ou un prédicat qui a des électrons dans son extension.
Il faudrait, en d’autres mots, caractériser de fagon plus que minimale les re-
lations que doivent entretenir pour étre vrais les énoncés véri-aptes avec les
choses du monde. Or cette exigence n’est satisfaite ni par la théorie physique
des électrons ni par une caractérisation minimaliste du prédicat de vérité ni
méme par la conjonction de 1'une et de 'autre. Le premier argument d"Engel
pour refuser de s’engager dans la voie d'une théorie substantielle ne parait
donc pas convaincant.

La deuxiéme raison est la suivante :

[...] nous n"avons pas besoin d’accepter que notre critére de véri-
aptitude réponde au criteére d"une théorie substantielle de la vérité
au sens classique que nous avons examiné au chapitre 1.2

Il n’est pas nécessaire, en particulier, de ramener la vérité au sens réaliste a
une question de correspondance avec la réalité. Le lecteur est alors renvoyé a
la critique des diverses théories substantielles qu'Engel a proposée plus haut
dans l'ouvrage. Mais il y a la quelque ambiguité. L'argument en effet peut
étre concédé si on le prend de maniere purement extensionnelle : la théorie
réaliste dont nous avons besoin n’est pas 1'une de celles qui ont été discutées
au chapitre 1 de Truth. Mais cela n’empéche pas pour autant ladite théorie de
devoir étre « substantielle » en ceci qu’elle doit nous dire quant aux condi-
tions sous lesquelles un énoncé peut étre déclaré vrai ou faux quelque chose
de plus que les truismes minimaux, quelque chose qui ait trait a la constitu-
tion de la réalité elle-méme ? c’est-a-dire a ’ontologie ? et aux relations que les
énoncés doivent entretenir avec les choses du monde pour étre vrais ou faux.
Il lui faudra, en d’autres mots, une sémantique substantielle ; je veux dire par
la : une sémantique couplée a une ontologie. Que les diverses théories discutées
au chapitre 1 de Truth échouent a réaliser ce projet n’annule pas 1’obligation
philosophique a laquelle conduit le réalisme d’Engel, celle de rechercher une
telle « onto-sémantique ».

B1bid., p. 121.
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Engel, certes, semble penser qu’une théorie correspondantiste de la vérité
est tout bonnement impossible et il propose en ce sens plusieurs arguments,
que je ne saurais discuter ici de fagon précise.?* Mais pour l'essentiel, ces ar-
guments ne visent qu’une variété particuliere de correspondantisme, celui qui
est basé sur la notion de fait. La considération décisive a cet égard revient a
ceci : il n'y a aucune fagon de spécifier ce qu’est un fait, ni a fortiori ce qu’est
la correspondance avec un fait, indépendamment de la notion de vérité ; au-
cune théorie de ce genre, donc, ne peut fournir une explication satisfaisante
et non-circulaire de la vérité ou de la véri-aptitude. Admettons-le, aux fins du
moins de la présente discussion. Mais il n’en découle pas qu’aucune théorie
substantielle de la vérité ne soit possible, ni méme qu’aucune théorie corres-
pondantiste ne soit possible.

Le probleme de fond des théories de la vérité qui reposent sur la cor-
respondance avec les faits est qu’elles prennent les phrases pour unités sé-
mantiques minimales. C’est 'approche d’un Davidson, par exemple, ou d'un
Quine, ou plus récemment d'un Robert Brandom comme de multiples autres.
Engel lui-méme du reste parait souscrire a cette approche dans son livre sur
Davidson.?’> Mais c’est 1a une erreur, & mon avis, et je ne trouve guere éton-
nant qu’elle menea l'impasse en théorie de la vérité. Dans tous les langages
que nous connaissons, les phrases sont décomposables en unités de signifi-
cation plus petites et il y a lieu de présumer, par conséquent, qu'une théorie
substantielle de la vérité doit ramener celle-ci en derniére analyse a un jeu de
rapports entre certaines composantes subpropositionnelles des énoncés et les
choses du monde. A monnayer ainsi la vieille idée de correspondance, on évite
les objections qu’Engel adressait aux théories correspondantistes (les apories
de la notion de fait, la régression de Frege, le lance-pierre de Davidson, etc.),
lesquelles n’atteignent, a ce qu’il me semble, que les approches de la vérité qui
endossent ce qu'Engel appelle ailleurs le « holisme de la phrase ».2°

Pour ne considérer qu'un cas tres simple a titre d’exemple, on dira dans
l'optique que je propose, qu'un énoncé atomique de forme « A est F » est
vrai si et seulement si I'individu dénoté par le nom propre sujet « A » ap-
partient a I'extension du nom commun prédicat « F ». Cela suppose en pre-
mier lieu une analyse syntaxique de 1’énoncé, capable d’en repérer les compo-
santes subpropositionnelles, d’assigner a chacune une catégorie grammaticale
(comme celle de nom propre ou de nom commun) ainsi qu'une fonction dans

21bid., pp. 14-26.
ZVoir Davidson et la philosophie du langage, op. cit., pp. 8-12.
2 Ibid.
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la phrase (comme celle de sujet ou de prédicat). Il y faut aussi, deuxiémement,
un domaine d’objets, qui puissent étre les corrélats des expressions en ques-
tion, c’est-a-dire une ontologie. Et 'on doit pouvoir puiser, troisiemement,
dans un répertoire des rapports sémantiques possibles entre les expressions
linguistiques et les objets du monde (I'exemple considéré n’évoque a ce titre
que la dénotation pour les noms propres et 1’extension pour les noms com-
muns, mais d’autres rapports, de toute évidence, devront étre ajoutés selon
les besoins conjugués de I'analyse linguistique et de 1'ontologie).”” La théorie
de la vérité, a partir de la, peut ramener celle-ci, pour une phrase p donnée,
a un jeu de rapports entre les composantes de p et les objets du monde.?
Ce genre d’approche est controversée, a n’en pas douter. Elle implique no-
tamment une théorie atomiste de la signification, que plusieurs philosophes
aujourd’hui pensent devoir récuser.”? Mais elle fournit bel et bien I'esquisse
d’une théorie réaliste et substantielle de la vérité et pour autant que je puisse
voir, rien de ce que dit Engel dans Truth ne la met en péril.

Ma conclusion, bref, est la suivante. D’une part, le réalisme de Pascal
Engel a I’endroit de la véri-aptitude le commet & rechercher une théorie sub-
stantielle de la vérité. Sa critique du correspondantisme associé a I'idée de fait,
d’autre part, le commet a récuser toute théorie substantielle qui accorde aux
phrases le statut d'unités minimales de signification. Ma suggestion, dans ces
conditions, est qu'une approche atomiste du genre esquissé ci-dessus pourrait
bien lui permettre d’approfondir et de consolider ce réalisme minimal dont il
s’est fait le défenseur.

e pense, notamment, a ce que divers auteurs, de Guillaume d’Ockham a John Stuart
Mill, appellent « la connotation », qu'ils caractérisent de diverses facons selon l’ontologie qu’ils
adoptent. Je me suis particulierement intéressé pour ma part a ’approche ockhamiste, notam-
ment dans Les mots, les concepts et les choses. La sémantique de Guillaume d’Occam et le nominalisme
d’aujourd’hui, Paris/Montréal, Vrin/Bellarmin, 1992, pp. 240-247, et dans Ockham on Concepts, Al-
dershot, Ashgate, 2004, pp. 63-83.

28La théorie des conditions de vérité de Guillaume d’Ockham, par exemple, telle qu’il la dé-
veloppe dans la deuxieme partie de sa Somme de logique (trad. fr. par J. Biard, Mauvezin, TER.,
1996), constitue précisément une approche de ce genre. ]’en ai proposé une reconstruction théo-
rique dans Les mots, les concepts et les choses, op. cit., pp. 23-67.

2La conception atomiste de la signification, cependant, a vigoureusement été défendue de-
puis plusieurs décennies par Jerry Fodor, et sur la base d’arguments tres forts. Voir notamment J.
Fodor et E. Lepore, Holism. A Shopper’s Guide, Oxford, Blackwell, 1992.
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Valueless Truth *

PAOLO LEONARDI

By means of the predicate ‘is true” we monitor our use of language, thereby
claiming truth for, or denying it to, what we say or are said.! For instance, we
monitor what we say by a tag question like Isn't it true? or what we are said
by replying That’s not true! The unit of measure of these evaluations is cases
in which we assume that what is said tells (or does not tell) how things are.
Truth matches a linguistic representation with a state of affairs.

What we assume to be true, I shall argue, are cases of name placement, i.e.
cases in which an object or a kind of object is given a name.>? What I have in
mind are not baptisms, or not only. Introductions, giving an example, and
occasionally many other uses of a name can do. Names are tools to investi-
gate the nature of things and by themselves names do not carry any, though
a practice in using them carries with it information.®> If a proper name is at-
tributed to an object, the name ideally distinguishes it from anything else; if a

*Pascal Engel has cooperated very much to the Summer School in Analytic Philosophy I

organized for some six years, and one of which was held in Paris. But I remember Pascal since the
first ESAP meeting in 1992 in Aix-en-Provence, and remember his kindness then in immediately
offering himself an organizational matter which was upsetting a session and a speaker. Pascal is
a kind and a curious, jokeful, cultivated, all virtues that come up in discussing with him and in
reading his writings.
I'have discussed ancestors of this paper in Bologna and in Palermo. I thank you for their remarks
Patrizia Violi, Claudio Paolucci, Franco Lo Piparo, Francesca Piazza, Marco Carapezza, Francesco
La Mantia, and Pietro Perconti. Some of the ideas here presented I have discussed also in Leonardi
2013a and 2013b.

IBut 'p is true’ and p do not assert the same, see Bolzano 1837: 1, 147 and 1849 §13.

2 Or, cases of name displacement, in which a name is negated to an object or a kind of objects.

3 Names are like baby’s bites — at the core, they trace an interest and an appropriation.

48
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predicative name is applied to an object, it potentially groups it together with
other objects and distinguishes the group from other groups.* It is uses of a
name for the same object or kind of object that develop and transmit concepts
and conceptions of the object and the kind.

Minimal and modest views of truth are concerned with the predicate ‘is
true” and the like, and act as if in asserting s is true if and only if p or its modest
version there were not already an issue with the truth of p — truth comes in
before the predicate ‘is true’. If minimalism and modesty are pursued to avoid
correspondentism, the fact is that a sentence, or a discourse, are no mirror of
a state of affairs — if there are atomic sentences there are not atomic state of
affairs. Moreover, linguistic expressions are made up of parts to which no
thing corresponds in the state of affairs it speaks of (the state of affairs it is used
to speak of), the most well known issue being syncategorematic expressions.
And that in any state of affairs there are many elements to which no thing
corresponds in what speaks of it. ‘Mark and Ann were playing chess in the
dining room, when I came in’, say L. In the dining room there were many
other things too, the dining room was located in some house or flat, Ann was
drinking a beer besides playing chess, and I have come in with two friends of
mine. Etc. This is only a sketch of one of indefinitely many different states of
affairs, in which what I say could be deemed true. Rather, by a true sentence
we point out some features in a state of affairs.

1.

Minimalism, which Pascal half endorses, would have truth as «a merely “for-
mal” or “logical”» property (Engel 2002: 50) plus some platitudes. The formal
or logical properties are fully expressed by the equivalence the proposition that
p is true if and only if p. The platitudes consist in understanding the schema as
saying that a proposition p is true (i) if and only if it corresponds to the facts,
(ii) if and only if things are the way it says they are, or (iii) because p. (Engel
2002: 51)

With some good reasons, because of its problems, minimalism and mod-
esty skip giving an analysis of «the internal structure of the truth-value bear-
ers», which Tarski tackles with his recursive strategy (Kiinne 2003: 317) and
in doing which words and objects get connected.”> The core of their theory

* See Leonardi 2011.
5 Field 1972 claims that Tarski accounts for the semantic predicate ‘is true’ by means of the
semantic predicates of denotation and satisfaction.
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of truth consists of the T-sentences, which Tarski derives as consequences in
his own theory. Keeping to the linguistic side, minimalism reduces truth to a
formal property and little else, modesty to little more — their accounts leaves
truth dangling.

Would, for instance, the biconditional ‘The water is sparkling’ is true if and
only if the water is sparkling account for the truth conditions of the sentence “The
water is sparkling’? Surely, if the water is sparkling, ‘the water is sparkling’ is
true, and, if it is not sparkling, ‘the water is sparkling’ is not true. But what
are the conditions for accepting the right element of the biconditional? “The
water is sparkling’ is acceptable if and only if the water is sparkling... (How
do acceptance conditions differ from truth conditions?) The situation is not
very different if we move from a minimalist conception to a modest one, i.e.
to one according to which Vx(x is true <+ Ip(x=[p]&p)). (Kiinne 2003: 337, but
see the whole account 333-74.)

One could conjecture that the grounds for claiming that the water is sparkling
do not call for truth. Writes Horwich:

In mapping out the relations of explanatory dependence between
phenomena, we naturally and properly grant ultimate explanatory
priority to such things as basic laws and the initial conditions of
the universe. From these facts we deduce, and thereby explain,
why for example

Snow is white

And only then, given the minimal theory, do we deduce, and thereby
explain why

“Snow is white” is true (Horwich 1990: 111)°

We give priority to basic laws and initial conditions of the universe, which in
our explanations figure by means of sentences. However, these sentences do
if and only if they are true.” We are rather careful at that, monitoring their
case and revising our conjectures anytime we find wanting the basic laws and

6 Pascal quotes the passage, see 2002: 51.

"Horwich 1998 accounts for meaning by introducing acceptance properties, «a small set of
properties which [...] explain total linguistic behaviour with respect to that word.» Then, he
offers as instances the acceptance properties of ‘and’, ‘red” and ‘true’. We «accept ‘p and ¢” if
and only if we accept ‘p” and ‘q’»; we accept «to apply ‘red’ to an observed surface when and
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initial conditions of the universe that we have posited, i.e. anytime we suspect
them to be false or not precise. Indeed, the relevance of the truth predicate can
be inferred from the fact that any biconditional along the equivalence schema
above is true if and only if its left element and its right element are both true
or both false. It does not matter that in the right element does not occur the

predicate ‘is true’.®

2.

We ground truth assuming to be true some sentences in some circumstances.
In his definition of truth, Tarski assumes the extension of any predicate to be
defined, and hence the truth or falsity of any atomic formula to be established.
This is not actually the case. Language is a cognitive tool, and as a matter of
fact predicative names are applied to a limited number of things, and their
application is always revisable.” In any event, we accept some contingent
truths, which are relevant as proper and predicative names placement relative
to some circumstances.

The truth of other sentences, as the occasion comes up, is decided by as-
similating them and the occasion to, or distinguishing them from, the sen-
tences and the circumstances previously described by the proper and predica-
tive names. Mark is a child, is George a child too? The Earth is a planet, is
Mu Arae e a planet too? If the cases cannot be assimilated to any previously
assumed one, we introduce new sentences — George is an old child, or George
is a boy, George is a young man, etc — and assume they properly describe
their circumstance. Or, alternatively, we refute assimilating the present case
to the previous one — George is not a child. These are mixed waters, where
epistemology and semantics mesh together, and they do not concern me here.

Let us call the uses of language I am examining coordinative uses. In any
such use, language and reality touch each other. The set of cases has neither to

only when it is clearly red»; and we accept ‘true’ when we «accept instances of the schema "the
proposition that p is true if and only if p".» Then the question becomes when do we accept ‘p’, ’q’,
‘red’, and again ‘p’.
None of these is a basic law or part of the initial conditions of the universe.

8 Sher and Wright 2007 remark that deflationist views of truth reduce truth to the predicate
‘is true’. This choice has, they claim, two drawbacks. It forgets other ways truth surfaces in
natural language sentences — for instance, by means of adverbs as ‘truly’ — and what they call the
illocutionary role truth plays in defining assertoric uses of sentences. On the second point, they
refer to Frege 1918. On the stroke symbol and assertion in Frege, see also Picardi 1989.

9 If I were careful, I would have claimed that the application of a predicate is almost always
revisable. If something, however, is not revisable maybe we cannot claim that it is not.
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be stable nor the same for all of us. The sentences have neither to be elemen-
tary as Tractarian propositions were, nor to be fully explicit — “Boy’, “The boy’,
‘That’s a boy’, “Ann’s boy’, “The boy is Ann’s’, etc, all can do. With such units
of measure, we distinguish boys from children and adults (and judge the case
in which someone is claimed to be a boy).

Only rarely we decide our coordinative uses. Occasionally, we revise sin-
gle assumptions, but we do not decide anytime the whole asset of cases. We
happen to revise our assumptions without deciding — because we are absent-
minded and do not even realize we have changed sentences, instances or
vievizos, or a change of views may impose on us. Any change is consequen-
tial.

Now, I would push my point linking it with some stands that I feel close
to it.

What I have in mind articulates a thing that, in “A Defence of Common
Sense” in 1925, Moore en passant says, namely that he knows the meaning
of the truisms, but not how to analyze that meaning. Moore claims to be
using the words with their ordinary meaning. Some truisms — for instance, ‘I
am a human being’, or ‘Here is a hand’ — place common nouns — respectively,
human being and hand.! ‘Here is a hand’ is not a sentence (a proposition) with
an empirical look and a grammatical role, as Wittgenstein would have argued,
but a use of the noun ‘hand’ to which Moore attributes a paradigmatic value,
and which he suggests his audience to attribute the same value. The use plays
the role of a standard. Any use in which a word and what it is about come
together can play that role, and the better the more perspicuous it is.!?

There are three relevant aspects in Moore’s case. (i) He commits himself
to the existence of what is named, whose nature has yet to be investigated.
(ii) The existence of two things is acknowledged at once, the noun ‘hand” and

19Coordinative uses do not relate to truth-aptness. Truth-aptness is an illocutionary issue, so
to speak, whereas coordinative uses are a semantic one. Perhaps, any field of discourse is true-
apt, and all judgments but perceptual ones are. That is, sentences about any field of discourse
are possibly true or false. Coordination is not about what can be linguistically represented, but
about how a linguistic representation acquires content, and the idea is that anchoring a linguistic
representation to a state of affairs is what generates its content.

This is how Kant seems to have argued (see Vanzo 2012). Burge 2010 claims that perceptual
judgments too are truth-apt — that objectivity begins with perception is a central claim of the book.

1 “Here is a hand’ is the first premise in Moore’s 1939 proof of the existence of an external
world.

12The placement of a common noun is the placement of a predicative name. And there is also
proper name and relational name placing.

I would call “perspicuous’ a use the more easily it is understood by the higher number of
people to whom it is offered.
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the hand itself. (iii) The previous history of the two things is relevant but
inessential. There could be previous concepts and conceptions of the relevant
thing that are picked up, or retrieved, together with the suggested standard
use of the term — but they may change — or concepts and conceptions of it
may develop after the standard, and be transferred by the term which the use
anchors.'?

Schlick, in 1918-1925, advocates a less informal but similar picture, to which
Reichenbach later subscribes. Dealing with the introduction of units of mea-
sure, they assert that such units are introduced by coordinative definitions,
that is by definitions that coordinate physical objects and concepts (I would
say ‘terms’ rather than ‘concepts’). Writes Reichenbach:

In principle, a unit of length can be defined in terms of an obser-
vation that does not include any metrica! relations, such as “that
wave-length which occurs when light has a certain redness.” In
this case a sample of this red color would have to be kept in Paris
in place of the standard meter. The characteristic feature of this
method is the coordination of a concept to a physical object. These
considerations explain the term “coordinative definition.” If the
definition is used for measurements, as in the case of the unit of
length, it is a metrical coordinative definition. (1928 [1957]: 15)

A coordinative definition transforms a particular length, weight, volume into
a standard respectively for length, weight, volume, linking the level of objects
with that of language and thought (with words and concepts). The definition
supplies no information, but constitutes a tool to collect information. As it is
well known, we reflect on our standard and keep looking for better ones. Lat-
eral information and indefinitely many adjustments (how to apply the stan-
dard, how to keep properly the physical standard, like the meter bar in Paris,
in what circumstances its use can be trusted, etc) point at how to revise the
standard itself.!*

13Quine’s denial of a distinction between linguistic and factual elements goes with my
Moorean understanding. See Quine 1953. However, Quine 1960, and later, turns the problem
towards his indeterminacy thesis.

The idea that naming helps recognizing and developing concepts of things is a topic investi-
gated by Markman 1989 and Bloom 2000.

14 Speaking of the standard meter, Kripke 1972-1980 investigates how the standard is fixed
and kept in the Sévres Museum as a case of an a priori contingent truth. That the standard bar
is one meter long is one such truth, and it fixes the reference of ‘one meter’. Wittgenstein 1953 (
§50) too discusses the standard meter case, asserting that the standard meter cannot be said to be
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Predicative names introduced coordinating them with some instances are
thereby defined and true of the instances.!> At the same time, as with coor-
dinative definition in physics, the coordination by itself does not endow any
articulated content, which comes later investigating what there is thanks to
the coordination.

Thirdly, I would compare Wittgenstein’s discussion on Moore’s truisms in
On Certainty with my claim. The sentences we assume true are, in my view,
partially alike and partially different from Wittgenstein’s hinge propositions.

519. Admittedly, if you are obeying the order “Bring me a book”,
you may have to check whether the thing you see over there really
is a book, but then you do at least know what people mean by
“book”; and if you don’t you can look it up, — but then you must
know what some other word means. And the fact that a word
means such-and-such, is used in such-and-such a way, is in turn
an empirical fact, like the fact that what you see over there is a
book.

Therefore, in order for you to be able to carry out an order there
must be some empirical fact about which you are not in doubt.
Doubit itself rests only on what is beyond doubt.

But since a language-game is something that consists in the recur-
rent procedures of the game in time, it seems impossible to say
in any individual case that such-and-such must be beyond doubt if
there is to be a language-game — though it is right enough to say
that as a rule some empirical judgment or other must be beyond
doubt.

one meter long because it plays a grammatical and not an empirical role. Wittgenstein touches
the issue in many other places, indirectly already in the Tractatus, in conversations with members
of the Wiener Kreis, in his works on the fundaments of mathematics — distinguishing all along
the logical (grammatical) role of the standard and its empirical application. AsIargue in the text
Wittgenstein 1969 seems to doubt this distinction, though he does not give it up (see, for instance,
§§ 309, 319, 321, 519). Wittgenstein writes that «Not only rules, but also examples are needed for
establishing a practice.» (1969 §139) In the examples, words and objects meet, and if we kept only
to the linguistic formulation of the rule we would have loop-holes in the practice. On Kripke and
on Wittgenstein cf Salmon 1988, Diamond 2001, Pollock 2004, Macha 2012.

15 Proper names distinguish their bearer from anything and anyone else and do not categorize
their bearer. I am inclined to think that “This is George’ and ‘That is not Ann’ respectively assert
and deny the appropriateness of applying to two individuals the distinctive marks ‘George’ and
‘Ann’.
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With some hesitance, Wittgenstein calls the sentences that formulate the re-
current procedures of a language game grammatical propositions. Any sen-
tence, however, can play the role of a grammatical proposition, offering a
paradigm rather than voicing a rule, and being used as a standard. Playing
this role does not conflict with its being also an empirical proposition. Any
sentence can play the two roles — tell, imagine, inquire, comment on what is
the case and offer a standard for future uses. Any example does. If I am
right, there is no problem in telling true a grammatical proposition as Moore
does, and in claiming to know it, though not in the sense of being able to
justify it. The dilemma between grammatical and empirical propositions is
one Wittgenstein has faced throughout. It shows up already in the Tractatus
logico-philosophicus:

2.0211 If the world had no substance, then whether a proposi-
tion had sense would depend on whether another proposition was
true.

World (and its substance) and language come together in assuming true some
uses of a sentence.1®

Wittgenstein’s claim comes very close to mine, substituting ‘truth’, ‘true’,
and ‘assumed to be true’ in the quote from On Certainty, above, as follows,

Therefore, in order for you to be able to carry out an order there
must be some empirical fact which you assume to be true. Truth
itself rests only on what is assumed to be true.

But since a language-game is something that consists in the recur-
rent procedures of the game in time, it seems impossible to say in
any individual case that such-and-such must be assumed to be true
if there is to be a language-game — though it is right enough to say
that as a rule some empirical judgment or other must be assumed
to be true.

My claim, let me repeat, is that some uses of sentences have to be assumed to
be true — for instance, that this is a hand, that the Earth exists by more than
five minutes, that the White Mountain exists by more than four minutes, that
George is a boy, etc.

16 Wittgenstein was Kantian enough at the beginning to pursue t