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minimalism’s minimal
choice of truth bearers1
How minimalistic is Paul Horwich’s ‘minimal’ theory of truth? As the theory presupposes the
meanings of words in its treatment of the concept of truth, minimalism is restricted to a theory
of meaning that doesn’t use the very same concept in order to understand meaning. This is
especially vivid when considering truth bearers – the sort of things that can be true or false – as
the most plausible, and certainly the most developed, accounts of the different truth bearers are
indeed incompatible with minimalism. This essay is mostly devoted to refute some of Horwich’s
claims on the matter, but it will be noted that the way he answers to them makes minimalism a
much more substantial choice than intended as it excludes most theories of meaning.

By Mariona Eiren Bohlin Sturm

I

n this essay I will argue that minimalism is strongly restricted as to what kinds of entities it can take as its
primary truth bearers, the kinds of entities that can be
true or false. ‘Minimalism’ is Paul Horwich’s brand of
deflationism; a view of truth characterised by the belief
that the only important use of the truth predicate is how
it enables us to make generalisations. As this use can be
fully accounted for by the various instances of what is often called the ‘equivalence schema’, nothing commits us
to postulate that ‘truth’ names a property of a substantial
sort there for us to discover the nature of. In minimalism,
the primary bearers of truth and falsity are taken to be
propositions, but Horwich argues that nothing important
turns on this as one could easily create a minimalism with
statements, utterances, or different propositional attitudes such as beliefs and hopes, as the primary bearers of
truth (1990:108–9). In addition, he claims that he is not
committed to one specific understanding of the nature
of propositions but that minimalism is compatible with
most, if not all, the different accounts of what propositions are (1990:18). But minimalism takes the meanings
of words as given when analysing the concept of truth,
and this, contrary to Horwich’s claim, strongly restricts
how ‘proposition’, ‘utterance’, ‘sentence’, and so on, can
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be understood. Specifically, minimalism is incompatible
with a truth-conditional theory of meaning, and any other
theory that explains meaning in terms of truth. Horwich
presupposes a use theory of meaning, which of course is
compatible with minimalism, but does not give the wide
variety of ways to understand what propositions are which
he needs if his second claim is to come out true.
In the following I will first give an outline of the deflationary conception of truth, to make minimalism more
comprehensible, before I in the second section turn to that
specific version of deflationism. I will then give a brief account of the use theory of meaning, which will become
important in later discussions of truth bearers. Having laid
down this theoretical background, I will turn to truth bearers in section three. After giving a general introduction
to the field I will go through a few different proposals as
to what entities can be true or false in some detail. Here
I will argue that of all the different types considered, only
sentence types and tokens (and propositions, which will
be discussed in the section following) are plausible as truth
bearers. In section four I will briefly go through different
specifications of the nature of propositions; they are handled on their own because the nature of propositions is a
complex topic, and because they are the main choice of
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(primary) truth bearers in minimalism. Here I will show
that Horwich’s claim that he can leave the nature of propositions unspecified does not hold, and then give a brief
outline of the use theoretical notion of proposition that
minimalism can be combined with. In the fifth and last
section I will show how he formulates a minimalism that is
based on linguistic entities rather than propositions. I will
conclude that even if Horwich indeed can construct a version of minimalism that is not specified for propositions,
which I believe he can, he is still forced to give a quite
specific account of the meaning of both linguistic entities and propositions. In light of the discussion of section
three we can see that neither of his claims to the effect that
minimalism can assume a variety of truth bearers holds:
All except for two kinds of entities are implausible as the
primary bearers of truth and falsity, and they in turn have
to be understood in a quite specific way.
In this essay I will not discuss either topics such as the
value of truth, truthfulness, or the truth predicate as it figures in sentences like ‘She is a true leader’.2 Instead I will
discuss the truth predicate as it is used in sentences like
‘What you say is true’ and ‘It’s true that the velociraptor
was about the size of a turkey’, i.e. restrict the use of the
predicate to things that on the face of it can be properly
called true or false. This does presuppose some of the discussion to come, but for simplicity I will continue to write
restricted by this, even though the reasons for it will become evident only later on.
The central use of the truth predicate is as a generalisation-making device, especially in connection with ‘blind’
ascriptions of beliefs, wishes, hopes, and other intentional
states. If we want to generalise over sentences of the form
‘Peter is a human’, ‘Frank is a human’, ‘Carl is a human’,
and so on, we can do this by saying ‘For every x, x is a
human’. But some generalisations cannot be made simply
by adding a(n objectual) quantifier and changing names
for variables. Say we want to generalise over instances of
more complex sentences, such as ‘Nothing is both wet and
not wet, or green and not green, or…’. We can do it by
saying that ‘Every sentence of the form “Nothing is both
F and not F” is true’ (see e.g. Horwich 1995:359; Quine
1970:11). Now without using the truth predicate, the generalisation could read ‘For every z, no z is both F and
not F’, but here the variable stands in both for sentences and whatever it is that is expressed by sentences (if we
are truthful to the interpretation of the original sentence,
of course). This is clearly troublesome. To continue this
Quinean analysis,3 by ‘semantically ascending’ to talk of
sentences the variable’s double role is avoided, and by ad6
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ding the truth predicate the ascent is nullified, so to speak,
and ensures that we are not just talking about the sentence
mentioned. The case is parallel with blind ascriptions of
truth. Say you hold your uncle in the highest esteem and
believe everything he says to be true, but did not quite
catch what he just said. You could say ‘Whatever my uncle says is true’ and thus ascribe truth to whatever he said
blindly, as it were, as you predicate something (namely
truth) of what you do not know the nature of. As in the
foregoing case, you could instead of using the truth predicate partly express this belief by an infinite disjunction, ‘If
my uncle said ‘Frege is a gentleman’, then Frege is a gentleman, or if my uncle said ‘water is wet’, then water is wet,
or…’. This is a list of instances of the schema ‘‘S’ is true
iff S,’ which we can call the ‘disquotational schema’ for the
way it specifies the truth condition of the quoted sentence
by the use of the same sentence on the other side of the
biconditional. This infinite disjunction will only be partly
expressed, because mortals such as yourself have problems
expressing infinities. In section II I will – briefly – discuss
yet another way to express the desired generalisation, namely by substitutional generalisation.
The (central) use we have for the truth predicate, then,
is as a device for making generalisations. Now it is not
controversial that the truth predicate functions in the ways
described, although it could have other uses besides this.4
But two main approaches to understanding truth divide
over whether, when one has shown this, one has said all
there is to say about truth: One is deflationary and the
other we can call ‘inflationary’. We can, roughly, characterise deflationism as a family of theories that holds that
after accounting for this use, there is no need to postulate a
genuine, interesting property of truth: Everything we need
the predicate for is already accounted for. A theory counts as inflationary if it denies this. Remember that when
giving a theory of truth, what we aim for is to explain
our notion as it actually is (alternatively, as it should be)
and not to make up some elegant, but irrelevant, way to
understand truth. The inflationary accusation is that by
accounting for the use of the truth predicate in making generalisations, one does not succeed in giving the full story
of our concept of truth.
Insofar as this [‘truth’ functioning as merely a device for generalisation] can be shown, and since truth’s ability to play
that role requires nothing more or less than the disquotational schema, there can be no reason to suppose that truth has
an underlying nature. Just because most of the properties
we encounter have one, we should not assume that all do.
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(Horwich 1995:359)

As mentioned, the disquotational schema is the formalisation of the truth conditions of a sentence, “S’ is true
if and only if (iff) S’ (e.g. ‘Poets die young’ is true iff poets die young). We will see much more of that schema in
what follows; for now, it suffices to say that if the truth
predicate functions merely as a generalisation device, in
itself this does not exclude there being a genuine property
of truth. But, the deflationist will say, we have no reason
to postulate a genuine property of truth, as nothing more
than that the instances of the schema holds is needed to
account for its use in making generalisations, which we
said was the only important use of the predicate. If the
trivial disquotational schema can account for the predicate
singlehandedly, as it were, this captures all that we need
the concept of truth for and we need not look for a deeper
nature. But why should we not assume that all predicates,
like ‘is true’, ‘is blue’, ‘is composed of sulphur’, expresses a
property that has an underlying nature of the interesting
sort? Interesting, as in a sort that can surprise us when
understanding it, something that is not fully captured by
a tautology. Most predicates do (I assume) stand for what
can be called a genuine property, so the default attitude towards them better be that all do. On the other – and wellknown – hand, we do have predicates like ‘exists’, which
if it stands for a genuine property at all, surely stands for
an unusual one. The deflationist will hold that the above
considerations give us enough reason to assume that ‘is
true’ is an unusual predicate on par with ‘exists’.
II
One of the contemporary deflationary theories of truth is
Horwich’s minimalism.5 We can explain the theory as follows. Consider the disquotational schema, ‘S’ is true iff S.
Minimalism claims that all there is to our notion of truth
is captured by the schema and how the truth predicate
is used when making generalisations. Earlier we saw that
using the truth predicate is an elegant way to generalise
over sentences that are somewhat complex by already being quantified, and generalise over and infer from ‘blind’
ascriptions in intentional contexts. Thus we can generalise ‘Everything is either hot or not hot, blue or not blue,
square or not square…’ to ‘Every S of the form ‘either q
or not q’ is true’; and use the truth predicate in inferences
from, e.g., ‘What Oren said is true’ and ‘Oren said that
octopuses are wonderful’ to ‘Octopuses are wonderful’.
This gives the function of the truth predicate. We (are
disposed to) accept every6 instance of the schema as a tau-
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tological truth about the truth conditions of the sentence
in question, and if there is no other use of the truth predicate than the one outlined above, then the schema seems to be an appropriate vehicle for analysing truth. The
schema we introduced earlier was for sentences; to talk
(explicitly) about propositions we can write it like this:
<p> is true iff p
where ‘<p>’ is to be read the proposition that p, i.e. the proposition that is to fill its place when giving instances of the
schema. Horwich uses the term ‘equivalence schema’ for
this schema, and that is the term I will continue to use in
this essay. The equivalence schema can, as we saw, be constructed using propositions as the entity truth is predicated of, and appropriately enough shift the focus from the
disquotation to the equivalence, i.e. from the shift from
mention to use, to the equivalence between the (sentence
expressing the) proposition and the condition for its truth.
The various instances of the schema are all taken as axioms
for the theory, and for this reason minimalism cannot be
explicitly stated: The list of axioms for the theory is for the
most part unrealised and (potentially) infinite. This point
is formulated somewhat differently by Horwich when he
says that minimalism cannot be explicitly stated because
“the number of formulatable axioms is too great [and]…
there are some propositions we cannot express” (1990:21).
This is because of how languages develop – the expressions
of some possible future instances of the schema are not yet
available to us – and perhaps also because of the complexity of some expressions; but most of all because the quite
possibly infinite list of instances is too great – infinitely
much so – to formulate explicitly in a finite time by finite
beings, i.e. without slipping into ellipses.
According to minimalism, the meaning of ‘truth’ is given by our disposition to accept instances of the schema
(1990:38; 2004:351, note that this is based on a use theory of meaning); and all there is to the function of the truth
predicate is how it lets us generalise over propositions in
blind ascriptions (e.g. ‘What he says is true’), without invoking substitutional quantification. “[I]f ‘true’ is simply
a device of infinite conjunction [or disjunction], then we
have a serious need for a predicate of truth only because
(or, only if) we don’t have a substitutional quantifier in
English” (Field 1986:58). “An interpretation associates
with [substitutional quantifiers] not a domain of quantification, but rather a substitution class … of linguistic
expressions of an appropriate syntactic category [such
as verbs, nouns, etc.] in the initial language” (Uzquiano
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2014). If we allow this form of non-objectual quantification, we can state the schema as follows, ranging over sentences expressing propositions (i.e. declarative sentences):
(p) <p> is true iff p

of this, propositions and any other possible truth bearer
cannot be defined in terms of truth (conditions, values, or
any other truth-theoretic notion). Important accounts of
meaning are given in terms of truth-conditions, and these
are then inaccessible to minimalism.
Minimalism and any other similar deflationary theory
can be matched with a theory that explains meaning “in
terms of sameness of verification conditions or interpersonal sameness of conceptual role” (Field 1986:75). It is a
version of the last that Horwich presupposes in his theory
about truth, and has been developing in parallel with his
minimalism (see e.g. his 1995; 1998; 2004). This theory,
the ‘use theory of meaning’, purports to explain all the
semantic facts in terms of non-semantic ones; specifically,
in terms of human linguistic behaviour. The meaning of a
word, Horwich says, is given by our disposition to use it
in a certain way in certain situations. As a rough example,
‘cat’ means what it does in virtue of our disposition to
accept sentences containing it, like ‘That is a cat’, when
faced with sensory impressions of an individual that seems
to be of the relevant species (2004:351). The use theory of
meaning, if successful, reduces meaning to non-semantic
behaviour:

Thus we can get rid of the infinite axiomatisation while
still being able to account for all the instances of our initial
infinite disjunction.7 That is, with substitutional quantification one could formulate minimalism explicitly as the
theory that all there is to truth is that for every p, <p> is
true iff p. Horwich will not use substitutional quantification in his theory as that, according to him, “would be
a cumbersome addition to our language” (1990:33) as it
would require “a battery of extra syntactic and semantic
rules to govern the new type of quantifier” (1998:114; fn.
5). But the truth predicate’s usefulness as a device for making generalisations is exactly what lets us avoid employing this new ‘battery of rules’: “The advantage of the truth
predicate is that it … enables us to achieve the effect of generalizing substitutionally over sentences and predicates,
but by means of ordinary variables (i.e. pronouns), which
range over objects” (1990:5, fn. 1). I will assume with Field
that if we indeed did use substitutional quantification in
natural language, there would be no need for the truth
The non-intentional underlying natures of meaning-propredicate (if deflationists are right about its use as a generaperties are basic regularities of use, explanatory fundamenlisation device being its sole function), and I will continue
tal generalizations about the circumstances in which words
occur. For … it is on the basis
to write as if we do not use
But
there
is
one
issue
minimalism,
consisof how words are used that we
that form of quantification
infer what is meant by them.
ting
of
a
vast
–
indeed,
in(de)finite
–
amount
in natural language. That
(Horwich 1995:356)
of instances of the schema ‘<p> is true iff
said, I will not go further
p’, has to take a stand on, and that is which
into the pros and cons of
theory of meaning it can be combined with
“[M]eaning is a matter of
substitutional quantificathe role an expression plays
tion in this essay, but keep
in human social behaviour. To know the expression’s meato Horwich’s formulations of his theory.
ning is just to know how to deploy the expression approAs both ‘minimalism’ and ‘deflationism’ indicates, the
priately in conversational settings” (Lycan 2008:76). This
theory tries to keep the particular metaphysical implications to a minimum. But there is one issue minimalism,
points to important aspects of language use and social inconsisting of a vast – indeed, in(de)finite – amount of interaction, but whether it is possible to reduce semantic to
stances of the schema ‘<p> is true iff p’, has to take a stand
non-semantic facts and whether the facts in that case will
on, and that is which theory of meaning it can be combibe facts about regularity of use is debatable – but we will
ned with. The reason for this is twofold: The formulation
not take that debate here. In section IV I will go through
presupposes an account of propositions (or another truth
some aspects of this theory in somewhat more detail. But
bearer, as we will see later on), and it presupposes that one
I think it is important to note that a case can be made for
understands the meaning of the words involved. This mea use theory of meaning, so that the choice is not best
ans that minimalism cannot be coupled with a semantic
understood as that between a plausible, truth-conditional
theory that explains meaning in terms of truth, lest it extheory of meaning, and an implausible semantic account
plains meaning in terms of truth and then goes on to exrequired by minimalism.
plain truth by the self-same meaning. As a sub-constraint
8
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III
Suppose I, on the 28th of April 2016, utter: ‘Silver has
atomic number 47’, and suppose that this is true. What
exactly is it that is true? Is it the sentence, either its type
or token? Or is it the very utterance – that is, my act of
making those very sounds? The proposition I express? The
belief I express by uttering it sincerely? Why not all of
them at once? Mostly in the literature on truth and truth
bearers the authors argue that only one, at most some few,
entities are the primary bearers of truth-value, and I will
also continue to talk as if the choice of one entity as the
primary truth bearer excludes others from this position.8,9
In the foregoing I have taken the liberty to digress
from our main objective in quite a few places, but not
more than was needed to give us enough background
to start answering the question ‘What kind(s) of entities
can minimalism about truth take as the primary bearers
of truth and falsity?’ There are different considerations
constraining this choice: general philosophical ones, those
specific for the theory in question, and arguments deciding between the remaining options. Examples of the
first includes theoretical virtues such as parsimony and
explanatory power, the second, as we have just seen, as
in how minimalism cannot take any entity that is explai-
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ned in terms of truth as bearers of truth-value. And, lastly,
from the possible entities left, some are more plausible as
truth bearers than others for a variety of reasons. The first
I will barely discuss. Theoretical virtues like these are, with
good reason, so commonly accepted that every acceptable
theory of truth will already have weighted them against
other benefits of the theory. That is not to say that they
don’t play an important role in these debates; specifically,
whether one weighs ontological parsimony or consistency
with pre-theoretical beliefs as the more important principle will often influence one’s views on propositions. But
interesting as this is, we will only touch upon it where
highly relevant. My focus here will be on the constraints
and the options specific to minimalism.
Let me, briefly, go through some of the proposals as to
what kinds of entities can be truth bearers before discussing the more plausible candidates in more detail. In his
summary of what has been taken as truth bearers in the literature, Kirkham gives a list that includes sentence types,
sentence tokens, statements, and propositions. Before you
are relieved that there are so few kinds here, it is important
to note that what these kinds are is very much debatable,
and among the different proposals listed in Kirkham is:
statements understood as the ‘act of uttering a sentence’
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or to be highly implausible as truth bearers (though they
(an event), and as ‘the content of a declarative sentence’.
might be called true or false in a derived and almost meAs for propositions, they have been taken to be “what is
taphorical way). I will leave a discussion of propositions
common to a set of synonymous declarative sentences,”
for the next section.
“timeless, wordless entities,” “what expressions in different
i) Beliefs. In contrast to most of the items on this list,
grammatical moods have in common,” and “the meanings
beliefs are not necessarily language dependent (although at
of sentences and the objects of states of consciousness”
least conscious beliefs often are). Beliefs are about somet(1995:55–6). Horwich gives a different list, including
hing – which we can call the object of the belief – and in
utterances understood as ‘sounds and marks located in
this sense they are interpersonally shareable. Yours and my
particular regions of space and time’, sentence types, ‘inbelief that Vulcan would have been spherical if it indeed
dividual, localized actions or states of mind’ such as statehad been between Mercury and the Sun have the same
ments and beliefs10 (note the different ways ‘statement’ is
content. By stipulation, the content is the propositional
understood here and in one of Kirkham’s examples) and
content; what this belief is about, and what we stand in
the ‘content of such states’: propositions (1990:17).
the believe-relation to when we believe in it, is most ofAs should be clear by now, there is no consensus on
ten taken to be a proposition (see e.g. Horwich (1998:82),
what kinds are the fundamental bearers of truth-value,
and Schiffer (2006:268–9) for an additional defence of
and using the same name does not ensure that it is the
this claim). Beliefs understood as the particular acts of besame entity you and your neighbour has in mind. As my
lieving will not do as truth bearers: It is true that I believe
discussion is centred on Horwich’s minimalism, it is best
that Vulcan would have
to keep close to his underAs should be clear by now, there is no conbeen spherical, but that my
standing of the entities lest
sensus
on
what
kinds
are
the
fundamental
believing it is true either gets
I attribute views to him that
bearers of truth-value, and using the same
the facts I try to express
he doesn’t hold. The second
name does not ensure that it is the same enwrong as it then claims that
‘statement’ in Kirkham’s
tity you and your neighbour has in mind
it is true that I now believe
list (taken from Haack
it rather than that the belie1978:75–6) I will leave
ving-it is true, or, as in the last case, is a nonsensical exbehind here: I do not think it a controversial view that
pression with no support whatsoever from actual linguistic
‘statement’ is reserved for the utterance or inscription of a
behaviour. We will meet this point again in connection
declarative sentence and not at all to the content of one.
with statements, assertions, and utterances.
Indeed, the content is, at least prima facie, taken to be
One reason to take beliefs as truth bearers is their cona proposition. Horwich is perhaps not so well served by
nection with actions – particularly the connection between
his grouping together of statements and intentional states,
successful action and true beliefs. This point is emphasised
but it is clear enough that he takes them to be, respectiby Russell although he does not take them (but propovely, ‘individual, localized actions’ and ‘states of mind’. On
sitions) as the primary bearers of truth and falsity (e.g.
the surface, minimalism can be comfortable with most of
1919:43). So when he writes, “the property of being true
the different specifications of the nature of propositions
or false is what specially characterises beliefs” (1919:25)
as listed here, as they are about the content of sentences
this is to be understood in a derived sense: Truth or falsity
and intentional states, “the things that are believed, stais primarily a property of propositions, but a characteristic
ted, supposed, etc[.]” (Horwich 1990:17). However, as we
of beliefs is that they are about something which is true
have seen and will get back to, every one of the specificaor false. So are wishes, hopes, fears, etc., but they lack the
tions of the nature of propositions has to be made witaction-guiding link (roughly, the reason upon which you
hout reference to truth to be compatible with minimalism,
act) that motivates taking beliefs as truth bearers.11 But let
which is easier said than done.
us get back to how this truth bearing could be understood.
Presently I will go through the most relevant options
Deprived of the possibility of understanding believing as a
of truth bearers and briefly discuss their pros and cons. I
truth bearer (because we found it to be nonsensical), what
will argue that of the different entities listed in this secother choice do we have than to take the content of the
tion, only sentences (types and tokens) are of the right
belief as the truth bearer? As mentioned, this belief-conkind to be taken as truth bearers with any plausibility. The
tent is most readily taken to be a proposition (whatever its
other linguistic entities and intentional states will be seen
exact nature), so by taking the content of beliefs as truth
to either collapse into the content of such states and acts
10
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bearers we move away from understanding beliefs thus. In
addition we can assume that there are plenty of truths that
are never believed and if beliefs are taken as truth bearers
we have two ways of responding to this. Either our assumption is wrong, and there can indeed be no other truths than those believed, or something else is true in those
cases, which would probably render taking beliefs as truth
bearers redundant.12 Beliefs are on Horwich’s list over possible truth bearers, as an example of a state of mind. In a
later section we will discuss in more detail how he reformulates minimalism such that it takes beliefs (and other
states) as truth bearers, to show that minimalism is not
necessarily bound up with propositions. It is worth noting that nowhere does he give reasons for taking them to
be truth bearers, and I believe the foregoing supports the
claim that it is implausible to take them as such.
ii) Statements and assertions. Horwich understands
statements as “individual, localized actions” (1990:17)
and more specifically a statement can be taken as an “action done to express an opinion” (dictionary.cambridge.
org).13 I will here understand a statement as the utterance
or inscription of a declarative sentence, i.e. that we use a
declarative sentence to make a statement, parallel to how
an interrogative sentence often is used to make a question. A statement is paradigmatically used to convey information, and is an act or the product thereof. Is that
an appropriate entity for being (in a non-derived sense)
true or false? By being of a linguistic kind a statement is
given meaning (or rather the other way around), which
seems to be a necessary prerequisite for being a truth bearer. But I cannot see a way around taking that content
itself rather than the act of expressing that content as being the truth bearer, unless one is to radically reinterpret
our linguistic behaviour. And I cannot see that we have a
desperate enough need for statements as fundamental bearers of truth-values to justify this radical move. Close to
statements and also of a kind that has been taken as truth
bearers are assertions. Assertions are statements in which
one claims that what the sentence one states holds; it is an
expression of the speaker’s attitude towards the sentence,
a judgment of the truth-value of statements. It is the additional ‘assertoric force’, to use Frege’s phrasing, of the
former that distinguishes assertions from statements. They
are already coupled with a judgment of their truth-value
and might thus be even less plausible as truth bearers, but
here I will continue to focus on the two-readings problem
it shares with statements. One can understand the claim
that an assertion is a truth bearer as saying either that the
act of asserting, or the content asserted, is the bearer of
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truth and falsity.14 As was the case above, I cannot see a
way to reconcile the first reading with our linguistic behaviour: My assertion in the foregoing sentence is not
true. That assertion is the process, and the product of that
process, of expressing my judgment; what my assertion is
an assertion of is hopefully true. This is parallel to what
we noted in connection with beliefs. We do not talk as
if sounds or marks in themselves are true or false – nor
should we. What distinguishes sounds and marks that cannot properly be said to be true from those that can is the
meaning we give them. They are just vehicles we use to
convey that meaning, for which we could just as well (if
we got the rest of our language group in on it, that is) use
something quite different, as is shown by Kirkham’s teddy
bears (1995:61–4) and more to this world, by alphabets
and logograms. Neither do we ascribe truth to sounds or
mark plus assertoric force: When I assert that everything
is perfect I do not assert that e, and v, and e, and r…, but
what that sentence means. But here is the catch: When we
leave that behind as nonsense and try to say something in
accordance with how we actually think of these matters,
we stop trying to ascribe truth to statements and assertions
and start ascribing it to their contents. And that meaningful content is, as I have claimed but not argued in the foregoing, best understood as a proposition. Because of the limitations of space I will not give sufficiently strong reasons
to believe that claim if one is not already convinced, but
suffice it to say here that even if we can make sense of the
content of a statement without mentioning propositions,
it will in any case not be a statement itself.
iii) Utterances. An utterance is the verbal equivalent
of an inscription: it is the making of a speech token of
some kind. It need not be a sentence token, interjections
(such as Hi!, Bloody hell!, Ouch!) are perfectly fine utterances. The foregoing two paragraphs suggest that also
utterances can have two readings – on the one hand, the
utterance of something, and on the other, the utterance in
itself, i.e. the making of sound waves. On the last reading
whatever noise one can make counts; the first can perhaps
best be understood as a possible way of making noises
that is taken to mean something by one’s community, as
the interjection example shows a grammatically minimal
way of doing. The same considerations apply here as in
the foregoing cases, perhaps even more so, and I will not
repeat them but consider the case for the implausibility of
utterances taken as truth bearers made. But let us leave utterances of ‘non-linguistic noises’ behind, and concentrate
on those noises that are expressions of whole sentences.15 If
we were to take utterances as truth bearers, is it possible or
Mariona Eiren bohlin sturm
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actual utterances we are considering? It seems obvious that
we cannot take only actual utterances (or any other (expression of a linguistic kind) as what is true or false: there
are many truths that are never conceived of, one would
assume, and even fewer are expressed in speech or writing.
This is a complex topic, made even more so by assuming a
use theory of meaning (which will have to take a stand on
whether it is actual or possible human linguistic behaviour
it considers, and both alternatives come with considerable
problems), but this will not be discussed further here. For
the rest of the essay I will assume that we take possible x’s
as truth bearers.
iv) Sentence types and tokens. Consider the sentence
‘What is true today will be false tomorrow’, and then again
‘What is true today will be false tomorrow’. In one sense
they are the same sentence – they are of the same sentence
type. But they are two different instances of that very same
sentence type, and we can call each of them a token of
this type. Now why would we want to take any form of
a sentence, be it a token or a type, as the primary bearers
of truth or falsity? In an important sense they are of the
appropriate kind of things to be called true or false: sentences are the linguistic objects par excellence. To predicate
truth of something you have to give both the predicate and
the subject, thus a word alone seldom expresses a truth.
A whole textual context is not necessarily necessary for
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expressing truths; a sentence is a linguistic expression of
just the right size to be truth-apt. This, of course, is to
grant that we understand what it means to express a truth
before we understand what entities can be true or false,
which points towards the relevant linguistic expertise by
which we judge our account of truth bearers, but is not an
argument for taking sentences as such. It is by using language and in response to sentences we say that something
is true or false, as when I claim that the above example –
‘what is true today will be false tomorrow’ – is false. More
importantly, perhaps, at least more widely appreciated, is
the fact that sentences come with a rather unproblematic
metaphysics: The sound waves of spoken sentences and
the ink or pixels of written sentences are not problematic
in any way particular to them. Note that this is somewhat
misguiding, for what distinguishes a series of sounds and
pauses from an uttered sentence? Meaning, and a theory
accounting for this phenomenon might be quite problematic itself. In defence of not taking propositions as truth
bearers, Field writes:
[T]he point of having a notion of truth applicable to propositions is to facilitate the evaluation of utterances and states
of thinking: the point is to enable us to evaluate these things
in terms of whether they express truths or have true contents.
(1986:55)

Artikkel

He uses ‘utterance’ in much the same way as we will use
‘sentence token’, and I think that his point can be generalised to all linguistic kinds or propositional attitudes. Our
interest is not in possible true things we cannot connect
with in any way, but whether our talking and thinking is
true or false. But what initially sparks our interest and our
best account of the matter can, of course, diverge.
In general, a sentence can be the bearer of a fixed truth value
only if we understand ‘sentence’ in the sense of semantic token [i.e. a particular sound pattern or inscription plus meaning (insertion original)]. (Burgess and Burgess 2011:12)

Here sentence types are disregarded as truth bearers (in
natural language). The main reason for this is the context
dependence of a language by its inclusion of indexicals,
ambiguity, and vague expressions. This is what makes a
language flexible enough to use, but it also makes it possible that one and the same sentence type (try ‘I’m not good
at this’) is true at one point and false at another. Indexicals
are words that refer to one aspect of the context, such as
‘I’, ‘now’, ‘her’, ‘here’, and thus might mean something
different on different occasions. Ambiguous expressions
will have more than one probable reading in the context
it is used, albeit it often will be quite clear what is meant,
and with vague expressions like ‘bald’ and ‘flat’ it is often
hard to see whether there is a fact of the matter of whether
the predicate applies at all.16 A sentence type could thus
not be taken as a truth bearer if we want something that
for the most part has one, and only one, truth-value. Note
that this objection does not apply to formal languages like
those of logic and mathematics as expressions there are
given clearly specified and rigid meanings, and are thus
more on par with sentence tokens in natural language.
Sentence tokens, like this particular ‘Blue is the colour I
see now’, are relativised to a context, including a speaker,
listener, time, place, or other relevant aspects of the situation. But the ‘plus meaning’ in the above quote is crucial
here. The reason sentences (or sentence tokens) might be
appropriate as truth bearers, and indeed what makes them
sentences and not random words, is that they mean something. They are what we use to express a meaning.
“What is it that we call a sentence?” Frege asks us: “A
series of sounds, but only if it has a sense. And when we
call a sentence true we really mean that its sense is true”
(Beaney 1997:327). Very roughly, sense (Sinn) is for Frege
the part of the meaning of a word concerned with how the
(if any) referent (Bedeutung) of the word is presented to us.
For a word, the sense is the way we know the object, the
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facts (or fictions) about it with which we pick it out among
other objects; the ‘cognitive value’ of the word. With sentences this is different. The sense of a sentence is for Frege
a proposition, or what he calls a thought. A thought is that
which can have a truth-value, or “something for which the
question of truth can arise at all” (1997:327–8) and is expressed by a sentence. But not just any sentence expresses
a thought, for the question of truth does not arise for every
sentence (try evaluating the truth of ‘Open the door!’). For
our purposes here it is enough to notice that declarative
sentences express thoughts, and that these thoughts are
abstract objects and mind-independently and timelessly
either true or false. This is a rather strict understanding of
propositions. From the way Frege defines – or should we
say constructs – propositions, we can see that they are not
easily reconciled with minimalism, and later we will see
that they indeed cannot be so reconciled. We will shortly
turn to this, but let me first say something more general
about propositions and minimalism.
IV
Horwich takes propositions to be the primary bearers of
truth and falsity. The reason he gives for this is conformity
with common sense and use in natural language: We do
speak as if the content of the statement, sentence token, belief, etc., is what we attribute truth or falsity to, not some
specific ink molecules, sound waves, or the belief itself, and
that content is most often taken to be a proposition. That
is, the reason to take propositions as truth bearers is not
(just) that the other possible truth bearers have problems
on their own, but that this is what squares best with our
everyday use. Now obviously, there is no reason to blindly
follow folk intuitions, and they have to be scrutinised if
they are to do philosophical work. At the same time intuitions are often the only guides available to us, and they are
firmly held beliefs that should not be thrown out unless
one has a good reason to do so. As we have seen, what
‘proposition’ and ‘propositional content’ stand for can be
understood in many different ways, but as a first shot we
can say that they are the content of that-clauses and objects of propositional attitudes. Or, with Schiffer’s words:
“propositional content is whatever that-clauses contribute
to what is ascribed in utterances of sentences” (2006:267;
italics removed), where that-clauses are what is italicised
in, e.g., ‘I believe that every cat is beautiful’ and ‘It is true
that Peter stole your jumbo jet’.
The most prominent argument against taking propositions to be (the primary) truth bearers is that the existence and nature of propositions is debatable (see Kirkham
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implement some of Frege’s insights into a new account,
1992; Horwich 1990, 1999; Burgess and Burgess 2011;
such as the distinction between the referent of a word and
Alston 1996; and Field 1986). Parts of this resistance
its mode of presentation (and perhaps give a full account
come from a suspicion towards abstract objects, parts
of what that mode is while we are at it) but this and many
from the fact that there are plenty of disparate accounts
other points from Frege’s philosophy are already common
of what propositions are. The lack of agreement on what
coin in accounts of thought and language and will not
propositions are certainly makes the field a bit messier, but
turn a basically non-Fregean account into a Fregean one.
is not a strong reason not to engage in it unless there are
What about Russellian propositions, which Horwich
other plausible options for fundamental truth bearers avalso appeals to (1990:94–6)? “A proposition may be defiailable. The foregoing discussion has given some glimpses,
ned as: What we believe when we believe true or falsely”
I hope, for why there are very few available; indeed, of
(Russell 1919:1; capitalisation and italics removed). As we
the various possible truth bearers, only sentence tokens
saw in the section on beliefs, Russell saw beliefs as being
and that expressed by them have seemed promising. We
central to truth although he held propositions to be the
have already looked briefly at Fregean propositions; I will
primary bearers of truth-value; beliefs were the foremost
now show in more detail why they are inconsistent with
of the derived truth bearers, so to speak. In contrast to
minimalism about truth. Horwich, as will be remembeFregean propositions, which are ordered pairs of the senses
red, claimed that he does not need to specify the nature of
of the words of a sentence, Russellian ones are “structupropositions, as most, if not all, accounts of their nature
red entities whose basic components are the objects, prowill be compatible with minimalism. My claim is to the
perties, and relations our beliefs and assertions might be
contrary, and this section is concerned with showing just
about” (Schiffer 2008:270). Thus the proposition that I
that. Apart from Fregean propositions, Russellian ones are
have an ammonite might, roughly, be represented as <me,
the only ones Horwich mentions directly (1990), and beownership, ammonite>, i.e. with referents and relations
cause of that we will take a brief look at a Russellian way of
as constituting the proposition rather than abstract senspecifying the nature of propositions. We will see that they
ses being the propositional constituents. Horwich helps
are no more compatible with minimalism than Fregean
himself to these two – Russellian and Fregean – ways of
ones are, and from this discussion it will hopefully become
understanding propositions
evident why most accounts of
The most prominent argument against
in dealing with objections to
propositions are not. Lastly,
taking propositions to be (the primapropositions as truth bearers
I will outline Horwich’s own
ry)
truth
bearers
is
that
the
existence
(see especially (1990:94–6)).
account of propositions based
and nature of propositions is debatable
But focusing on the way of
on his use theory of meaning,
structuring the propositions is
which of course is compatible
unnecessary all the while they are not compatible with a
with minimalism.
minimalism about truth. We are not better off if we first
As we saw when introducing Fregean propositions,
define propositions as whatever it is we believe ‘when we
they are defined as that which can be true or false.
believe true or falsely’ and then explain truth as the instanPropositions are thus defined in terms of truth-value,
ces of the schema ‘<p> is true iff p’! So the same circularity
and as minimalism presupposes the notion of proposiappears if we understand propositions in a Russellian as in
tion (or another truth bearer) in its explanation of truth
a Fregean way, and minimalism cannot make use of these
they cannot be combined lest we run into a vicious circle
ways of accounting for the nature of propositions.
with no explanatory power to speak of. So Fregean proSo with both of these traditional analyses of the napositions are not compatible with minimalism, contrary
ture of propositions the problem is not even concealed
to what Horwich claims. Can a basically Fregean account
in the underlying semantic theory, but shows itself in the
be constructed, without appealing to the notion of truth?
very definition of a proposition. Neither of the accounts
Horwich abstains from specifying what propositions are
are compatible with minimalism, contrary to Horwich’s
to leave room for minimalism to be coupled with diverse
claim. Here it is in full:
theories, making the theory palatable for as many as possible. Giving an essentially Fregean account, in addition to
other accounts, helps retain this desirable trait. But there
[T]his commitment [to the existence of propositions]… is
does not seem to be much of a point in this, as the account
much less substantial than it might seem at first. For it prewould have to be drastically rewritten. We could of course
supposes very little about the nature of propositions. As far
14
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as the minimal theory of truth is concerned they could be
composed of abstract Fregean senses, or of concrete objects
and properties; they could be identical to a certain class of
sentences in some specific language, or to the meanings of
sentences, or to some new and irreducible type of entity that
is correlated with the meanings of certain sentences. … [T]
he minimal theory does not require any particular of them.
(Horwich 1990:17–8)

In some sense this is true: Minimalism does not come with
a specified way to understand propositions. But it does
come with a specification of how not to understand propositions – in terms of truth and truth conditions – and that
is almost as strong a restriction. From the above account
we have seen that one ready way to understand propositions is in terms of their truth-aptness or truth-conditions,
and this will of course not do. But more generally, the explanation of truth in terms of the equivalence schema presupposes that we already understand the meaning of the
sentences involved (and note how much more than just a
particular schema one needs to understand the meaning of
to understand that particular schema), and that leaves us
unable to explain meaning in terms of truth-conditions. It
is not enough to shift from talk of propositions to another
kind – every kind of truth bearer, and all the parts of language that facilitates our understanding of the equivalence
schema – would have to be understood without prior reference to truth.
As we have seen, Horwich is supplementing his theory
of truth with a use theory of meaning, which crucially
does not explain meaning in terms of truth-conditions.
This theory can thus account for propositions, and linguistic entities generally, in a way that is compatible with
minimalism. In the following I will briefly outline a usetheoretic notion of propositions, as presented in Horwich’s
(1998). He emphasises that this is not a fully developed
account, but just a sketch of how a use theoretic notion of
propositions can be developed (1998:82). What motivates
this account of propositions (as opposed to focusing solely
on sentences) is that the same use of certain sentences –
most notably those including indexical expressions – will
express different things at different times. Thus it seems like
the theory, which explains meaning in terms of regularity
of use (here, of proposition-expressing sentences), cannot
account for the difference in meaning in the use of these
expressions. “[T]he proposition expressed by an utterance
is determined by how that utterance is construed from its
parts and by which propositional constituents those parts
express” (1998:83). The proposition is a function from
its parts, where, for example, the proposition expressed
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by ‘Cats meow’ is a function from its constituent parts,
<cats> and <meow>, to <cats meow> (see 1998:156–7).
His account focuses on what propositional constituents
are and how the meaning of terms determine which proposition is being expressed. I will focus on the first part.
Horwich assumes that that-clauses are singular, referring
terms, and distinguishes between the different forms of
attitude attribution; de re, de dicto and de se (1998:82,
84). ‘Mary said that she saw the last dodo’ (his example)
is ambiguous between a de dicto-reading, in which ‘the last
dodo’ conceived of that way is what is seen, a de re-reading
in which the last dodo, no matter how the seer picks it
out, is the object of the sentence. Lastly we can give a de
se-reading, as when the ‘she’ rather than being about some
other female conveys that Mary saw the last dodo, i.e. as if
she had said ‘I saw the last dodo’. Horwich accommodates
these differences by giving a different account of what the
distinct propositions expressed in these cases are. In the
de dicto-case, the propositional constituent is either the
concept (if context-insensitive) or an ordered pair of the
concept and the relevant aspects of the context in which
the term expressing that concept is used. In the de re-case,
the propositional constituent is the referent of the term
used,17 and in the de se-case, the propositional constituent
is the same as in the context-sensitive de dicto-case, i.e. an
ordered pair of the concept and the context (1998:84–5).
The concept expressed by a given term is, as we saw in the
brief formulation of the use theory above, the meaning of
the term, which is supposed to be given by the use of the
expression. Thus propositions, on Horwich’s account, are
functions from ordered pairs of meanings, ordered pairs of
meanings and contexts, or referents. Horwich does not intend this to be a full account of what propositions are, and
it most certainly is not, but aims at showing that the use
theory of meaning can give an account of what propositions are. I will leave it here, but as his theory of truth – the
way we have formulated it until now – is given in terms of
propositions, it is quite central that he has a plausible way
of accounting for them.18
VI
Horwich takes, as we have seen, propositions to be the
primary bearers of truth-value, but maintains that nothing important hinges on this, for two reasons. The first
reason for this is his claim that he can let the nature of
propositions be left unspecified, thus making it as unsubstantial as a commitment to propositions can possibly be
(1990:17–8). I have argued to the contrary: minimalism is
incompatible with some leading theories of meaning and
Mariona Eiren bohlin sturm
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this has a strong bearing on the choice of truth bearers as,
the problem of language relativity himself and modified
e.g., propositions cannot first be understood in terms of
his account accordingly: “When we call a sentence etertheir truth conditions and then used to explain truth. To
nal, therefore, we are calling it eternal relative only to a
avoid the circularity he runs into with truth-conditional
particular language at a particular time” (1970:14). But,
semantics he defends, as we have seen, the use theory of
Horwich objects, if we don’t specify what the ‘in language
meaning which, roughly, says that how a word is used is
L’ means, then “the schema will becomes [sic] a definition
what determines its meaning.
of that notion rather than a definition of truth” (Horwich
The second reason Horwich gives for his claim is that
1990:105). E.g., ‘‘Poets die young’ is true in English iff
one can easily construct a minimalism about truth for utpoets die young’ says what the sentence just mentioned
terances and other instances of (the production of ) sentenand used means in English rather than what ‘true’ means.
ce tokens, like inscriptions, beliefs, statements, etc. That
And if one specifies it the truth of utterances will be githis works is, of course, crucial if he is to give a theory that
ven in terms of the propositions they express, i.e. what
is not committed to the existence of propositions, which
Quine sought to avoid (ibid.). The second problem can
many find problematic. Note that these other possible
be illustrated by predicates such as ‘hard’, ‘easy’, ‘flat,’19
truth bearers will require a theory that does not explain
which can be properly predicated of a whole range of diffemeaning in terms of truth just as much as propositions
rently hard, easy, or flat things depending on the context;
does; this is required by how truth is analysed and not
proper names, where the same name will refer to different
bound up with any specific truth bearer. I will end this
individuals in different contexts; even quantifiers, as, e.g.,
essay by showing, very briefly, how Horwich constructs
‘all’ will be read with a radically different scope depending
a minimalism taking those other entities as the primary
on context. We can mend at least part of this problem by
truth bearers.
making the eternal sentences ever more complex, on pain
At the outset of this essay I briefly characterised a
of being able to use them as substitutes for the relative
Quinean disquotational account of truth, in which the
expressions. But however that might fare, in light of these
truth predicate functions to make generalisations over senproblems with Quine’s eternal sentences Horwich tries to
tences (and cancel out the ascension to talk of sentences)
construct a minimalism about truth for linguistic entities
where it cannot otherwise be obtained. Quine used senin another way.
tences and their tokens as primary bearers of truth-value,
This he does by using the (disquotational) schema
and thus he ran intro the same problems we did in connec‘This (‘p’) is true iff p’, where ‘this (‘p’)’ refers to the other
tion with sentences: indexicality and ambiguity. To avoid
instance of ‘p’ in the schema, ensuring that “instances of
these problems he introduces ‘eternal sentences’, which we
the disquotational schema are construed in the same way
can think of as the disambiguation of a given ambiguous
as the utterances whose truth conditions they specify”
sentence. Thus the sentence
(1990:105). That is, of coQuine used sentences and their tokens as pri‘I’m rereading Fadiman’s
urse, to avoid a shift in meamary bearers of truth-value, and thus he ran
Rereadings’ can be specining and truth-value when
intro the same problems we did in connection
fied to read ‘Mariona E. B.
filling out the schema with
with sentences: indexicality and ambiguity
Sturm is rereading Anne
context-sensitive
expresFadiman’s book Rereadings
sions. The ‘this (‘p’)’, which
the 2nd May 2016’, and ensure that it is only sentences
will be more naturally formulated in what follows, is to
thus specified that are allowed into the disquotational
ensure that the sentence mentioned there will be interpreschema. ‘[A]n eternal sentence is a sentence whose tokens
ted in a relevantly similar way when it is used in the other
all have the same truth value’ (1970:14), thus the (eternal)
part of the biconditional. When filled out the schema yisentence types will avoid ambiguity in much the same way
elds, for example, ‘The immediately following utterance
as sentence tokens does, i.e. by having only one reading.
of ‘houses have roofs’ is true iff houses have roofs’, ‘The
Horwich briefly discusses Quine’s proposal and dismisses
immediately following statement of ‘Neptune was discoit because these eternal sentences manage not, after all, to
vered in 1846’ is true iff Neptune was discovered in 1846’.
be without context sensitivity. First, the sentences are still
Paraphrasing Horwich, there will be a possible instance of
true or false relative to a given language, and second, there
the utterance schema for every utterance u of a declarative
are a lot more context sensitive words than just the obvisentence, and for every statement s there will likewise be a
ously indexical or vague ones (1990:104–5). Quine noted
possible instance of the statement schema (1990:105–6).
16
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In the same way as all the different instances of the equivalence schema are taken as axioms in the original formulation of minimalism, so all the instances of, e.g., the schema
for utterances are taken as axioms in a minimalism with
utterances as the primary bearers of truth-value. In a section trying to formulate this ‘minimal theory of truth for
utterances’ for other languages (i.e. where the object- and
metalanguages are different) he draws on a use theoretical
way of translating between languages.
The schema reads “u’ is true iff p,’ “where ‘u’ is replaced
by a singular term referring to an utterance and ‘p’ is replaced by a sentence of our language that, in our context,
would be the strong or weak translation of that utterance”
(1990:106). The problem is that the strong and weak translations are, respectively, translations where two sentences
from different languages express either the same Fregean
or the same Russellian proposition (1990:98). And this,
we have seen, are two ways of understanding propositions
which are unavailable to Horwich. Furthermore, Horwich
shows that his schemas for utterances and propositions can
be derived from each other given some plausible assumptions about what it takes for a sentence or other linguistic
entities and propositional attitudes to express a proposition, and the relationship between the schema for sentences, utterances, etc., and propositions. This is to show that
the one is not more fundamental than the other. But again
use-theoretic translatability is appealed to, and unless this
notion can be captured without appeal to truth-conditions
(here, in the propositions the translation is done in terms
of ) minimalism about truth, for utterances, will help itself to the concept of truth to explain truth. I will not go
deeper into this issue, but leave the worry about minimalistic use-theoretic translatability here. I see no prima facie
problems with basing a use theoretic notion of translatability on a use theoretic notion of propositions, and this,
or any other non-truth-conditional notion of proposition,
could be used in constructing a minimalism about truth
for linguistic entities and propositional attitudes. But the
details of how this can be done will have to be given in
another place. Horwich’s aim is to show that the propositional view has no theoretical priority in minimalism
and thus that those having a quarrel with propositions
need not object to the theory on that behalf. If this can
be done, minimalism is not restricted to take propositions
to be truth bearers, but is free to construct the schema it
is based on in terms of statements, utterances, and other
linguistic entities. There are two ways to ensure flexibility
in the choice of truth bearers: between different kinds of
entities and different accounts of the nature of those en18
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tities. We have seen that the second kind is unavailable
to minimalism. But this section was about showing how
Horwich goes on to enable flexibility in the first sense to
ensure that minimalism is not bound up with one specific
entity as truth bearer.
Conclusion
Horwich’s minimalism is not, then, as minimal as first
proposed because it presupposes a theory of meaning and
then constrains what kind of theory that can be. Thus all
the instances of the equivalence schema plus the use theory of meaning, or another non-truth-conditional semantic theory, is what constitutes minimalism about truth.
In the foregoing I have presented some of the different
possible truth bearers to see which of them can be what
a minimal theory of truth predicates truth and falsity of.
We have gone through some linguistic entities and some
propositional attitudes in more detail, and seen that there
are grave problems with all of them. I have also outlined
the two traditional, truth-invoking notions of proposition
that Horwich makes use of and shown the inappropriateness of this use. We saw that Horwich’s use-theoretical
propositions, although not yet a complete account, can
serve as the fundamental truth bearers under minimalism,
and that he probably can formulate his theory about truth
for other linguistic entities and propositional attitudes if
using a notion of translation that does not rely on the concept of truth in any essential way. Thus even though there
is room for some flexibility in the choice of truth bearers
under a minimal theory of truth, Horwich’s claim that he
can leave the nature of truth bearers unspecified is shown
to be overly optimistic. As I hope to have indicated in the
foregoing, few of the proposed truth bearers are actually
able to do the job. Sentence types, sentence tokens, and
propositions are the entities that are most likely to be able
to bear the truths and falsehoods. Thus few kinds of entities are appropriate as the primary truth bearers given
minimalism, and their nature will in turn be quite specific,
as they are understood with respect to a specific semantic
theory.

Artikkel

Literature
Alston, W. P. 1996, A Realist Conception of Truth, Cornell University 		
Press, Itacha and London.
Burgess, A. G. and Burgess, J., 2011 Truth, Princeton University Press,
Princeton and Oxford.
Dummett, M., 2004 Truth and the Past, Colombia University Press, 		
New York.
Field, H., 1986, ‘The Deflationary Conception of Truth’. In G.
MacDonald and C. Wright (eds.) Fact, Science and 		
Morality, Blackwell, Oxford.
Frege, F. L. G., in Beaney, M. (ed.), 1997, The Frege Reader, Blackwell,
Oxford.
Horwich, P., 1990, Truth, Basil Blackwell, Oxford.
———. 1999, ‘The Minimal Conception of Truth’. In S. Blackburn
and K. Simmons (eds.) Truth, Oxford University Press, 		
Oxford.
———. 1995, ‘Meaning, Use and Truth: On Whether a Use-Theory of
Meaning Is Precluded by the Requirement that Whatever 		
Constitutes the Meaning of a Predicate Be Capable of 		
Determining the Set of Things of Which the Predicate is 		
true and to Which It Ought to be Applied’. Mind, New 		
Series, 104 (414), pp. 355–68.
———. 2004, ‘A Use Theory of Meaning’. Philosophy and 		
Phenomenological Research, 68 (2), pp. 351–72.
Kirkham, R. L., 1995, Theories of Truth: A Critical Introduction, MIT 		
Press, Cambridge and London.
Lycan, W. G., 2008, Philosophy of Language: A Contemporary
Introduction. 2nd edition., Routledge, New York and 		
London.
Russell, B., 1919, ‘On Propositions: What They Are and How They 		
Mean’. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary
Volume 2, pp. 1–43.
Uzquiano, G. ‘Quantifiers and Quantification’, The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2014 Edition), E. N. 		
Zalta (ed.). Read 29.05.2016, URL = http://plato.stanford.
edu/archives/fall2014/entries/quantification/
Quine, W. V. O., 1970, Philosophy of Logic (2nd edition)., Harvard 		
University Press, Cambridge and London.

Notes
Thanks to Daniel Parmeggiani Gitlesen, Max Johannes Kippersund,
Carsten Hansen, and Ainar Petersen Miyata for comments on earlier
drafts.
2
With ‘truth predicate’ I mean ‘is true’ and its different cognates such as
‘is so’, ‘holds good’, etc. (See Burgess and Burgess (2011:33)).
3
See especially his (1970:10–14).
4
That is, although perhaps this is the most central function it need not be
the only one. For instance, ‘That is true’ also acknowledges that the utterer is not the first to say that (whatever is the subject matter) is true, which
‘if one intends to express agreement then the antecedent must normally be
explicitly acknowledged’ (Grover, Camp, and Belnap (1975:80)). We can
also use the truth predicate to flatter, in being ironic, etc., but this is arguably not a central function for which we need a unique predicate.
5
See e.g. Horwich (1990:6, n. 2), for a list of early and contemporary
1
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defenders of deflationism.
6
Almost all the instances – there has to be some adjustment to account
for the Liar and similar paradoxes, see e.g. Horwich (1990:41–3). As I’m
giving only a quite rough sketch of minimalism – which is all I need for
my purposes here – I will continue to write as if this is not an issue.
7
See Field (1986) for more on substitutional quantification and its use in
connection with a deflationary theory of truth.
8
We can be fairly comfortable with taking a whole range of different
entities as being true or false in a derived sense. So if propositions are the
primary entities to be rightfully called true or false, sentences expressing
them and beliefs, hopes, wishes, etc., about them can be called true or
false: but this will be in an elliptical way, where the ‘expressing them’ and
so on is left out for convenience.
9
In his (1995: ch. 2) Kirkham argues for a very liberal view of truth bearers allowing for a variety of entities being truth bearers at the same time,
only restricted by practicalities and considerations specific to the theory
in question. For various reasons this does not seem to work, not the least
because the various ‘radically different’ truth bearers all seems to fill the
same function as sentence tokens, his preferred truth bearer, does (see
e.g. 1995:59–64). His is the only account I have encountered that argues
for multiple kinds of primary truth bearers, thus my unwillingness to go
into this debate is hopefully not too great a drawback for the rest of this
discussion.
10
As I read the relevant section by Horwich, he reserves the first disjunct
for statements and the second for beliefs, although the way it’s formulated
makes it ambiguous between this reading and taking both statements and
beliefs to be examples of the whole (obviously inclusive) disjunction.
11
I do not doubt that something like fear can be strongly action guiding.
But here I am assuming that this holds, for non-psychiatric cases (which
is what I will assume here, for simplicity’s sake), when there is a belief essentially involved: One acts upon one’s fear to the extent that one believes
the fear to be grounded in reality.
12
One can imagine three cases of multiple primary truth-bearers: Either
TB1 bears one part of all truths and TB2 bears the rest, without overlap,
or TB1 is a sub-set of TB2, or TB1 and TB2 equally bears all the truths
and falsities. Case one is quite unlikely, and in both case two and three,
without a good argument for postulating it, TB1 seems redundant.
13
One also meets definitions of statements such as “a definite or clear
expression of something in speech or writing” (oxforddictionaries.com).
This is a homonym ‘statement’, in which when one is making a statement
one does something else than just stating something (derived from this
we have ‘statement’ as used in fashion etc., which will not bother us here).
14
This point is made more thoroughly in Alston (1996:14–5), and also in
Burgess and Burgess (2011:14).
15
Of lesser expressions, such as single words, we would say that the word
could be true of something, but not true per se. Ordinarily, that is: an
example due to Carl Wegner Korsnes of the Latin sum (I am) is even truer
than most sentences as nobody can tell a lie by uttering it.
16
Vague, or more generally indeterminate, expressions are especially problematic for theories about truth, but we will not go into that field here.
See e.g. Burgess and Burgess (2011: ch. 4).
17
Notice the similarities to Russell (and to Fregean indexicals, although
we have not gone into that here).
18
I am unsure whether Horwich has developed it in more detail lately
(in his 2004 he refers back to the account just given from his 1998
(2004:353; fn. 5)), or indeed whether anyone else has. I assume here that
it is possible to develop this account in a plausible way, whether it is done
already or not.
19
See a discussion of the flexibility of this last predicate in Dummett
(2004:5–8) – and another way to stiffen up flexible expressions in terms
of plausible interpretations according to the context the expression occurs
in. “The interpretation will select, for each word, one of the senses that
the language allows it to bear; it will fix suitable ranges of application for
vague expressions involved” (2004:8).
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