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Truth: a dialogue 

CRITIC: The view that truth is nothing but belief or opinion is open 
to so many objections that I hardly know where to start. But let me 
start with this one. On this _view it is impossible for one person to 
contradict another or even himself of an earlier time. For if 'p is 
true' said by me means 'I believe that p', then if I say 'pis true' and 
another says '-p is true', what we would be saying would be jointly 
consistent, namely, on my part, that I have a certain belief p, 
and, on his part, that he has a certain belief -p.1 There is, of 
course, nothing contradictory in different people having different 
beliefs or in the same person having different beliefs at different 
times. 

PROPONENT: This objection is related to that concerning con
tradictory beliefs which I have discussed already. (See pp. 
179-82.) It might be useful in answering it to start by dissolving a
purely verbal appearance of paradox. When one person asserts p
and another asserts -p there may indeed be no contradiction2 by
either person but there is a contra-dieting. -The impression that
where there is no contradiction there can be no contra-dieting must
be due to n0thing but the sound of words. To contradict somebody
is simply to assert the negation, or something implying the nega
tion, of what he asserts. This is without prejudice to the point that
the fact of my asserting p is fully compatible with the fact of his
asserting -p. That this is so has nothing specially to do with my view
of truth. Presumably, then, what provides sustenance for the
objection is the notion, lurking in the background, that when I say

1 The sign'-' is used to mean 'not' in the sense of 'it is not the case that'. 
2 Of course, wherever there is a contradicting there is a poSsibility of a contradic

tion which would be actualised if some single point of view were to commit itself to 
both the affirmation and negation in an expression to some such effect as 'I believe 
that p and -p'.
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'I believe thatp', I am asserting, not thatp is a fact but only that it is 
a fact that I believe that p. It is true, of course, that when I say 'I 
believe that p' I am asserting that I have a certain belief, but it is 
equally true that I am thereby claiming that something is so. It is 
because of this aspect of the semantic import of belief-statements 
that a man is apt to be dismayed if you announce to him: 'I believe 
that you are a fool.' He is most unlikely to take this merely as a 
phenomenal description of your state of mind. It is in virtue of this 
same aspect of belief-statements that one belief can contradict 
another. 

CRITIC: Well, I will come back to what you have just said, but let 
me meanwhile put this objection to you. If truth is nothing but 
opinion, and, finally, nothing but my opinion, then the set of my 
opinions is co-extensive with the set of all true propositions. But 
this amounts to nothing short of epistemological megalomania. 
Any recognition of my own finitude should induce me to recognise 
that there is a multitude of true propositions that I do not know. 
Hence, truth must transcend opinion. 

PROPONENT: Here again I think I have dealt with a basically 
similar objection in connection with knowledge and existence. 3 

This objection is, however, important and deserves its own 
answer. Let me begin with an ontological caveat: There is more 
than a touch of metaphysical extravagance in the notion, which 
seems to underlie your objection, of a vast, or, rather, an infinite 
array of mind-independent abstract entities called propositions 
existing, or shall we say subsisting, in a rarefied realm of their own, 
endowed each with its own truth attribute. A proposition in my 
view is a mental content, a species of apprehension. When not 
being actually entertained, a proposition is but a possibility of 
apprehension. Provided that a mere possibility is not construed as a 
kind of entity4 and the notion of a mental content is not assumed to 
presuppose an 'immaterial' substance in which it inheres,5 this 
suggestion has the merit of bringing out the hypothetical character 
of a set such as the set of all true propositions. This set is open at 

a See chapter 9, pp. 129-3r. 
4 Philosophers have, in fact, sometimes spoken as if a mere possibility were a kind 

of entity as when, for example, Mill defines matter as the permanent possibility of 
sensation. See chapter 9, pp. 135-7. 

5 For a remark on the ontological status of such things as concepts and therefore of 
propositions since they are combinations of concepts, seep. 101, n. 3. 
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both ends. At any one time the propositions that I, or even the 
whole of mankind, actually entertain is only an infinitesimal frac
tion of the propositions that have actually been entertained in the 
past and might be entertained in the future. Now, if we conceive of 
a proposition on the model of a declarative sentence, then every 
proposition is a claim that something is, or may be, so or not so. 
There have been in the past and there will be in the future prop
ositions that are not accessible to me. But I have excellent reasons 
to say at any one time that of those actual and potential prop
ositions, a large number, if studied, will be found to be warranted, 
and others not. This is what can be meant by the remark that there 
are truths that are not known to me. Its import is hypothetical. 
Unless we note the hypothetical character of this remark, we would 
fall into profound difficulties: for, surely, it cannot be said that 
there is any proposition regarding which I could sensibly say 'This 
proposition is true but I do not know it.' Even when I believe a 
proposition to be true on the authority of others my reason for 
according them an authoritative status constitutes a reason for 
claiming knowledge. That, in fact, is how we acquire most of our 
knowledge. As for the comment that my view holds truth to be 
nothing but my opinion, this is misleading without the proviso that 
'my' here is in the nature of a variable. There is a 'my' in any truth, 
but it may belong to anybody. 

CRITIC: But you have shifted your ground. Your theory is that 
truth is nothing but opinion or belief. You have maintained that to 
be true is to be believed and vice versa (given an identical point of 
view). But the view you are now expounding is something like 
Dewey's, namely, that truth is warranted assertibility. Now, the 
two theories are not the same. An opinion may or may not be 
warranted; when it is not warranted it cannot be called true on 
Dewey's theory, but on yours it must be true. 

PROPONENT: No, an opinion that is not warranted cannot be 
called true on my view. To say that an opinion is not warranted is to 
dissociate one's point of view from that opinion. To call an opinion 
true is to identify one's point of view with it. Thus to say of- an 
opinion that it is both unwarranted and true would amount to 
saying something like 'I believe that p but p is not warranted', 
which is absurd. 

CRITIC: I agree with you that it would be inappropriate to say 'I 
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believe that p but p is' not warranted'. Nevertheless, what is 
expressed in that sentence may actually be the case. The reason is 
simple: I may mistakenly believe a proposition which is not war
ranted. The same holds for a sentence like 'I believe that p but pis 
false'. Although it would be absurd for me to say a thing like this, 
still the substance of what is said may very well be true. It will be 
true when I believe something which is false. And this can, of 
course, happen to any fallible mortal. I should have thought that 
G. E. Moore made this sort Of point clearly enough many years 
ago. 6 

PROPONENT: You have no qualms about saying that something 
can be both absurd and true? 

CRITIC: Not in this case, certainly; for the explanation is simple. 
To adapt an example due to Moore (op. cit.), suppose I say 'I 
believe that K wame has gone out, but it is false that he has'. The 
reason why this is absurd is simply that any warrant I might have 
for thinking that K wame has gone out undermines any suggestion 
that he has not, and therefore destroys any warrant there might be 
for me to assert the conjunction. 

PROPONENT: But doesn't this imply that the two components of 
the conjunction are mutually incompatible? 

CRITIC: It does not. Suppose that at time t I believed that 
K wame had gone out while, in fact, he had not, then quite clearly I 
can at a later time consistently and with propriety assert (I): 'At 
time t I believed that K wame had gone out though he had not gone 
out'; and this surely entails (2): 'At time t I could truly (if not with 
propriety) have said "I believe that Kwame has gone out, but it is 
false that he has".' 

PROPONENT: I deny the alleged entailment. In the first conjunc
tion there are two different points of view involved, namely, the 
point of view of myself at time t and that of myself at a later-time. 
That is why there is no self-contradiction, for although two incom
patible statements from two different points of view contradict 
each other, they do not give rise to self-contradiction. On the other 
hand, in the second conjunction, which is supposed to be entailed 
by the first, the two incompatible components are embraced by one 

6 In his contribution to The Philosophy of Bertrand Russell (ed. Paul Schilpp, 
Library of Living Philosophers, Inc., r944, p. 204). See also Norman Malcolm in 
Philosophical Analysis (ed. Max Black, Cornell University Press, 1950, pp. 259-60). 



Truth: a dialogue 193 

and the same point of view. That, of course, must result in a 
contradiction. 

CRITIC: But you are begging the question. Whether the two 
components of the second conjunction are mutually incompatible 

is the question at issue, and yet you seem to take it for granted. 
PROPONENT: That they are incompatible follows from the 

analysis I have already given, but I am willing to try again. Tell me, 

then, does not a man who says' ... but it is false that Kwame has 
gone out' assert that it is false that Kwame has gone out? 

CRITIC: That is obvious. 
PROPONENT: And that implies asserting that Kwame has not 

gone out? 
CRITIC: This too is obvious, but what is the point of these 

trivialities? 
PROPONENT: The point is that since saying 'I believe that 

K wame has gone out' entails asserting that K warne has gone out, to 
say 'I believe that K wame has gone out, but it is false that he has' 

entails asserting both that K wame has gone out and that he has not 
gone out, which is self-contradictory. 

CRITIC: This confirms my suspicion that you do not realise the 
distinction between the pragmatic and semantic ingredients of an 
utterance. I formed this suspicion when in your opening shot you 
suggested that a claim to the effect that something is so is an aspect 
of 'the semantic import' of an utterance of the form 'I believe that 

p'. In the present connection consider the utterance 'I believe 
K wame has gone out'. What the sentence uttered means is that the 
speaker has a certain belief. This is the semantic ingredient. But 
besides this, there is what is globally conveyed or communicated by 
the utterance. This latter is the claim that Kwame has gone out. 
This is the pragmatic ingredient. 

PROPONENT: And your contention is that although the utter
ance conveys the claim that K wame has gone out, it does not assert 

it. 
CRITIC: Yes. 

PROPONENT: So that if Kwame has not gone out while the 
speaker actually believes that he has, then though what his utter
ance conveys is false, what it asserts is true. 

CRITIC: Exactly. Moreover, that situation would render true his 
conjunctive utterance 'I believe that K wame has gone out but it is 
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false that he has', which should bring out clearly that fact that what 
an utterance conveys may negate what it asserts without self
contradiction. 

PROPONENT: But suppose that Kwame has gone out, but the 
speaker does not, in fact, believe it? 

CRITIC: Then, of course, what his utterance conveys is true but 
what it asserts is false. 

PROPONENT: In a situation in which we are given that the 
speaker does not believe that K wame has gone out how does he 
convey the claim that he has gone out? 

CRITIC: It is not what he happens to believe that determines 
what his utterance conveys but the nature of what he utters. 

PROPONENT: In other words, what an utterance conveys 1s 

determined on the basis of rules relating to the utterance. 
CRITIC: Certainly. 
PROPONENT: Very well; the point now is that these rules can 

only be rules of meanirig, grammar and perhaps logic, and there
fore the question of what an utterance 'conveys' is as much seman
tic as the question of what it asserts. Accordingly, I can see little 
rationale in your distinction between what an utterance c1;mveys 
and what it asserts, at any rate, in relation to the disputed example. 
And it seems to me very much less problematic to recognise that 
when a man says 'I believe that p but p is false' he is asserting both 
that p, and that p is false. Besides, I don't think that even if your 
distinction were conceded you could avoid the contradiction in the 
conjunction, because you must admit that what a speaker asserts he 
also conveys, whether or not you accept the converse. 

CRITIC: And what hangs on this? 
PROPONENT: It follows from this fact that, on your own 

analysis, a speaker who utters 'I believe p but pis false' conveys a 
contradiction, even if he does not 'assert' one. And you then have 
on your hands the paradox of a consistent utterance which by nature 

conveys a contradiction. 
CRITIC: You will have to balance this against the paradox in your 

opposing view. According to your analysis of belief-sentences an 
utterance such as 'X believes that p' asserts both thatXbelieves that 
p, and that p. This implies that if pis false then Xbelieves that p' is 
false even when X actually believes that p, which is. patently 
absurd. 
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PROPONENT: This is a misunderstanding arising, I think, from 
inattention to the consequences of variations in point of view. What 
I maintain is that 'I believe that p' uttered byX entaiis the assertion 
of p by X. This is a remark about the first person point of view. It 
does not at all folJow from it that 'X believes that p' entails 'p', for 
this would commit not just X but also a third person to p.

CRITIC: Forgive me if I misunderstood you. But you still have 
the problem of expl,aining how 'I believe p but p is false' can fail to be 
true if it turns out that the speaker, in fact, believes that p but p is 
false. 

PROPONENT: If this were a problem for me, there would be a 
very similar problem for you. Consider the utterance 'I believe 
both that p and -p'. It is obviously a self-contradictory utterance. 
Now, suppose, the speaker actually believes p and it is not the case 
that p. On your showing, the utterance can be said to convey the 
message, on the part of the speaker, both that he believes that p and 
that it is not the case that p. May we, then, say that in the given 
circumstances he conveys something true? 

CRITIC: Of course not. 
PROPONENT: Why not? 
CRITIC: Because we would be ignoring that part of the utterance 

which makes it inconsistent in what it conveys. That part is the 
claim that p, which clashes logically with the claim that -p, which is 
also conveyed in the same utterance. 

PROPONENT: Observe, then, that anybody who is tempted to 
think that 'I believe that p but pis false' is true when it is true that 
the speaker believes that p but pis false is, in principle, doing the 
same thing. He is ignoring the fact that by his utterance the speaker 
commits himself to the claim that p, which is inconsistent with 'pis 

false' to which also he commits himself. 
CRITIC: Suppose that you are right and that it is self

contradictory to say 'I believe that p but p is false•·. Then how do 
you account for the fact that a person may mistakenly believe 
something false? You concede, don't you, that you yourself may 
believe something false by mistake? 

PROPONENT: It is not just that I concede that I may mistakenly 
believe a false proposition; I have always insisted on the import
ance of recognising human fallibility in the theory of truth. (See, 
for example, pp. 66-7, 122-3, 177.) 
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CRITIC: It is not clear to me, though, that you are fully aware of 
the consequences of that acknowledgement. Let us examine your 
statement carefully. You say 'I may mistakenly believe something 
false'. Since this is to envisage a false belief from one and the same 
point of view, namely yours, does it not amount to conceding the 
possibility of your being right to say 'I believe p but p is false'? 

PROPONENT: It quite certainly does not. What the statement 
under examination envisages is the possibility of a situation in 
which I might say 'I believed that p but p is false and I was 
mistaken'. Taken in connection with a current belief, it amounts 
to: 'I believe p but the time may come when I may be warranted in 
saying "pis false; I was mistaken".' There is here the idea of two 
distinct points of view, namely, the point of view of myself at one 
time and a possible antithetic point of view of myself at a later time. 

CRITIC: And, presumably, you would give a similar interpreta
tion to the possibility of other people entertaining false beliefs. 

PROPONENT: Quite. To say that somebody might believe some
thing false is simply to conceive of the situation in which one might 
be in a position to say X believes that p but p is false'. Such 
attributions of falsity always presuppose a corresponding third
person point of view. 

CRITIC: If you would excuse my saying so, I find all this very 
unsatisfactory. When we talk of the possibility of false belief we 
cannot just be talking of the possibility of a third person believing 
the negation of the proposition in question; for whether the prop
osition is true or false does not depend on any point of view. 
Suppose a man believes that two plus two equals seven. Clearly, 
the falsity of this belief does not depend on what is believed from 
any third-person point of view. It is simply a mathematical truth, 
independent of me and you and anybody els,e, that two plus two 
equals four and not seven. 

PROPONENT: Actually, it is not my suggestion that the truth or 
falsity of a proposition depends upon the point of view involved. 
That, as I have already pointed out, would amount to relativism, 
which, in my opinion, is an absurd doctrine. No; whether a prop
osition is true or false depends on the appraisal of ideas and 
situations and not on persons. The point, however, is that a truth 
always comes, and can only come, in the shape of a truth claim, and 
a truth claim is a point of view. Thus, that two plus two ·equals four 
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is a point of view which is being opposed to the forlorn point of view 
to the effect that two plus two equals seven. 

CRITIC: It is true that in saying, for example, that two plus two 
equals four- I am making a claim. But it is not the claiming or 
believing that makes the belief true. It is the real state of affairs 
pertaining to the subject-matter in question that makes the claim 
true. I think there is a lot that we can learn from Tarski's theory of 
truth in this connection. His theory requires that any satisfactory 
definition of truth should be based on the principle that, to take our 
current example: 

The sentence 'Two plus two equals four' is true if and only if two 
plus two equals four. 

You will notice that while the first component of an equivalence of 
this sort represents a claim, the second one represents objective 
fact. 

PROPONENT: The notion of what makes a proposition true is 
very obscure to me. I can understand the idea of reasons for saying 
that a proposition is true, but, presumably, that is not what is being 
talked about. However, since Tarski's principle has a certain for
mal clarity, I will let this pass and address myself to his conception. 
I believe that Tarski's semantic theory of truth in its full elabora
tion has some very deep difficulties which we do not need to go into 
since you are here only exploiting its initial, basic idea. But already 
your use of it highlights a certain feature of it which is of the utmost 
relevance to the issue between us. It is this: that in advancing the 
principle under discussion Tarski seems to have been motivated by 
the desire to accomplish the metaphysical tour de force of transform
ing a mere sentence, namely, the second component of the equival
ence, into a manifestation of objective fact or reality. This, I think, 
is typical of all objectivistic theories of truth. 

CRITIC: Now I, for my part, am totally mystified by your 
remark that Tarski's theory seeks to transform a sentence into a 
manifestation of reality. Perhaps, I might briefly explain the pur
port of the theory. Its aim is to give a precise and logically clear 
expression to what Tarski calls the classical Aristotelian conception 
of truth, which is formulated as follows in Aristotle's Metaphysics: 

'To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, 
while to say of what is that it is, or of what is not that it is not, is 
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true. '7 It is this classical intuition which he tries - successfully, one 
must add� to capture in the principle already mentioned. He calls 
it 'an equivalence·of the form (7)'. In its generalised formulation it 
is to the following effect: 

X is true if and on! y if p

(where p stands for any sentence of the given language andX for the 
name of that sentence (ibid., p. 55)). To take Tarski's own 
example 1 if p is taken to stand for 'snow is white' then the equival
ence schema (7) becomes: 

The sentence 'snow is white' is true if and only if snow is white. 

PROPONENT: The trouble with all this is that ... 
CRITIC: Excuse me, but I really must say a little more about 

Tarski's theory, since otherwise one might get a misleading im
pression of it. It should be understood that Tarski does not regard 
the instituting of the schema (1) as itself providing a definition of 
truth; he takes it only as giving a necessary condition of a definition 
of truth or at best a partial definition of truth. It might seem that to 
obtain a full definition of truth all that need be done is to quantify 

the (1) sentence universally, but it turns out, according to Tarski, 
that this cannot be done. It turns out also, according to Tarski, that 
a satisfactory definition of truth cannot be formulated in a natural 
language but only in the kind of rigidly specified artificial 
'languages' that are studied in modern logic, where the 'language' in 
which we might formulate the definition of the truth of a sentence 
is carefully distinguished from the 'language' to which the sentence 
itself primarily belongs, the former being called the meta,language 

and the latter the object l,angua.ge. These two facts are responsible 
for the technical ramifications of Tarski's full definition of truth. 
Of his technical construction, which he presented to the world in 
1931 in his epoch-making article entitled 'The Concept of Truth in 
Formalised La:q.guages' ,8 only an inkling is given in his marvell
ously simplified article 'The Semantic Conception of Truth'. But 
in as much as the basic ideas of the theory and its motivation are 

7 See Tarski, 'The Semantic Conception of Truth' in Feigl and Sellars (eds.), 
Readings in Philosophical Analysis, New York, Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1949, 
p. 54. The paper was origmally published in Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research, 1944. 

8 Alfred Tarski, Logic, Semantics and Metnmathematics, Oxford, 1956, Ch. VIII. 
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fully presented there it may be regarded as an adequate basis for a 
philosophical discussion. One great merit of Tarski's approach is 
that in discussing the basis of his definition he replaces philosophi
cally problematic terms like 'reality', 'states of affairs', 'correspon
dence with fact', which tend to figure in general formulations of the 
classical Aristotelian conception with such logically precise terms 
as sentence and name of a sentence. If he had defined truth in some 
such manner as 'The truth of a sentence consists in its agreement 
with (correspondence to) reality' or 'A sentence is true if and only if 
it designates an existing state of affairs', it would, perhaps, have 
been intelligible in an impressionistic, metaphorical, sort of way to 
say that he was trying to transform a sentence into 'a manifestation 
of reality'. But these are formulations which he specifically con
siders and rejects on account of their lack of logical precision. (See 
Feigl and Sellars, op. cit., p. 59.) This is why in trying to encapsu
late the classical conception in a definition he started with his 
philosophically austere (7) sentence. 9 

9 Tarski's semantic theory of truth 1s probably the most highly esteemed theory of 
truth among contemporary philosophical logicians. The reader who wants to pursue 
it cannot do better than start with Tarski's article 'The Semantic Conception of 
Truth' already referred to above. From this he can turn to another non-technical 
exposition of the theory, and of one consequence of it, by Tarski in his article on 
'Truth and Proof' rn Scientific American, June 1969. This article is reprinted in 0. 
Hanfling (ed.), Fundamental Problems of Philosophy, Oxford, 1972. One of the most 
famous admirers of Tarski's theory of truth is Karl Popper who expresses his warm 
estimation of it in, for example, his Objective Knowledge, chapter 9. (The exposition 
on pp. 319-29 is non-technical. See also pp. 308-18.) Popper displays the same 
passionate enthusiasm for Tarski's theory in chapter roof his earlier work Conjec
tlJres and Refutations, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, second edition, 1965, 
especially section 2. Popper here, incidentally, stigmatises a theory of truth such as 
the one defended by PROPONENT above as 'subjective'; he also on occasion calls it 
'psychological', 'epistemic', 'epistemological'. It should be noted that, contrary to 
Tarski's own view of the limited applicability of his definitton of truth, Popper 
maintains that the theory is applicable to natural languages as well. There 1s an 
approving, non-technical account of Tarski's theory by an outstanding mathe
matical logician in 'Truth and Provability' by Leon Henkin. This paper is included 
in Philosophy of Science edited by Sidney Morgenbesser (Baste Books, New York, 
1967). Two well-known criticisms of the theory are to be found in Strawson, 
'Truth', Analysis, r949, reprinted in Margaret Macdonald (ed.), Philosophy and 
Analysis, Blackwell, 1954 and, in the same volume, Max Black, 'The Semantic 
Definition of Truth', Analysis, 1948, reprinted in the same author's Language and 
Philosophy, Cornell University Press, 1949. A recent criticism is in Part II chapter 1 
of D. J. O'Connor's The Correspondence Theory of Truth (Hutchinson's University 
Library, London, 1975). Still more recent is Susan Haack's relatively more 
detached discussion of Tarski's theory in chapter 7 of her Philosophy of Logics, 
Cambridge University Press, 1978. The treatment in this last mentioned book is 
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PROPONENT: But exactly this is the trouble. Tarski is trying to 
capture a conception which construes truth as a certain relation 
between a sentence and reality. It is clear that in his schema (7), 
Tarski intends the sentences that replace p to be regarded in that 
position as disclosing states of affairs, reality. They are apparently to 
be taken as infallibly representing, nay, as presenting, reality. This is 
where the metamorphosis of sentences into manifestations of real
ity sets in. To see this more clearly, let us consider Tarski's own 
example of his equivalence schema (1) and raise one question 
about it. Choosing 'Snow is white' for p we get the following: 

The sentence 'Snow is white' is true if and only if snow is white. 

The quotation marks around the first 'Snow is white' in the 
equivalence is said by Tarski to convert it into the name of 
the .sentence that snow is white. Not to talk of the highly 
puzzling use that is made here of the notion of the name of a 
sentence, let us ask: Is the equivalence merely saying that the 
sentence 'Snow is white' is true if and only if that sentence is used to· 
make the assertion that snow is white? Obviously Tarski would say 
no. He would insist that the significance of the sentence which 
forms the second component of the equivalence is not just that of an 
assertion, a truth claim. This, in any case, is the statu·s of the first 
componerit. Tarski's adherence to the classical Aristotelian con
ception requires that he should see the second component as having 
the status of an exhibition of the reality in virtue of which the 
sentence named is true. This is metaphysically mystifying, as it is 
virtually as if the sentence constituting the second component had 
the significance of a sentence which has coalesced with reality. 

CRITIC: Whether these comments of yours are justified or not, I 
would like to point out that they do not affect the equivalence 
schema (1) itself. In the schema itself there.is no mention of 'states 
of affairs' or of 'reality' or even of the notion of the name of a 
sentence. What we have in the equivalence is simply a sentence in 
quotes with a truth predicate attached, on one side, and, on the 
other, a sentence without quotes. Whether the quotation marks do 

detailed and sophisticated. An additional usefulness of the exposition is that the 
author discusses the increasingly influential exploitatrnn of Tarski's theory by 
Donald Davidson. 
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transform the sentence into a name or whether the second compo
nent of the equivalence is �ccorde"d a mysterious metaphysical 
status is clearly independent of the question whether every 
adequate definition of truth must imply all equivalep.ces of the 
form (1). 

PROPONENT: That is a good point. People have not always 
separated the logical status of the equivalence schema (T) from 
Tarski's own (as it seems to me, metaphysical) interpretation of it. 
Karl Popper is an eminent case in point. (See the references already 
given.) The schema is, in fact, susceptible of an interpretation 
which is _radically different in spirit from Tarski's Aristotelian 
preconceptions. In terms of iny conception of truth the schema 
receives a straightforward interpretation. I would say that its mes
sage is this: Given the availability of a declarative sentence con
structed from an antecedent point of view, to say that it is true is 
equivalent to corroborating it. To corroborate a sentence p or, what 
is the same, to confirm it, _is simply to ass,ert that the sentence pis in 
agreement with its previous assertion, actual or hypothetical. Thus 
in the example in hand the 'Snow is white' on the right-hand side of 
the (7) equivalence has the status of a confirmatory sentence. But a 
confirmatory sentence is still an ordinary sentence; it is a represen
tation of a human assertion, belief, opinion. It can be seen, thus, 
that all equivalences of the form (7) are implied by my conception 
of truth too. 

CRITIC: Notice that you are, ·after all, corroborating Tarski's 
remark that 'we may accept the semantic conception of truth 
without giving up any epistemological attitude we may have had' 
(Feig! and Sellars, op. cit., p. 71). 

PROPONENT: To Tarski, though, this particular type of corrob
oration' is bmmd to be u_nexpected, to say the least. Incidentally, in 
order not to spoil the corroboration, you must substitute 'the 
schema (T)' for 'the semantic conception of truth' in the remark 
just quoted from Tarski·. 

CRITIC: This haS been a long, though very worthwhile, excur
sion away from my original objection which was that your concep
tion of truth is open to an objection to which Dewey's definition of 
truth as warranted assertibility is not open. But I suspect that you 
would want to say that believing a proposition is the same as 
holding it to be warranted. Am I right? 
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PROPONENT: Yes, it is one and the same thing to believe a 
proposition and to hold it to be warranted. 

CRITIC: The difficulty is that examples of beliefs that are 
avowedly unsupported by any reasons are not far to seek. A woman 
convinced that her husband has been unfaithful often does not care 
admitting that she has no proof or even circumstantial evidence. 

She says she just knows. Or, if this is not an ideal example, take the 
more elevated case of Tertullian. 10 When that divine says 'the Son 
of God dies; just because it is absurd, it is to be believed' is he not 
actually takii:ig pride in the lack of a rational justification for his 
belief? Besides, you have to reckon with the mystics who are 
famously given to spurning reason in giving expression to their 
convictions.11 Are these not obvious counter-examples to your 
position? 

PROPONENT: I think that a certain distinction is being 

smothered. under your objection. Being warranted is not definition

ally the same as being rationally warranted. Surely the woman 
would not admit that she has no warrant for her protestations. 
She has a certain feeling, and she takes that feeling to provide 
her with enough warrant. Tertullian, for his part, obviously 
believes that his self-confessed 'absurdities' are warranted, only 
he would claim that human logic is not the only possible warrant 
for belief. Nor can we suppose that the mystic would take kindly 
to the suggestion that he has no warrant for his beliefs. What he 
would say - what he actually does say - is that his deliverances 
are warranted by his special kind of experience which is beyond 
the reach of logic and the principles of rational evidence in 
general. 

CRITIC: Here then is a definite difference between your view 
and Dewey's. When Dewey defines truth as warranted assertibility 
what he obviously has in mind is rationally warranted assertibility. 

PROPONENT: I agree. I part coffipany with Dewey on this point. 
To define truth as rationally warranted assertibility is to invite 
counter-examples such as you presented a moment ago. On this 
definition, you would have to say, not just that a person who asserts 
a proposition to be true while avowing a complete lack of rational 
warrant is wrong, which is fair, but also, that he is misusing the 

10 See page 180 on Tertullian. 
11 Some attention was given to mystical talk in relat10n to logic m chapter 7. 
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word 'true'. That would sound rather like a cavalier piece of 
linguistic legislation. 

CRITIC: Yet, if there is anything at all that is attractive about 
Dewey's view of truth, it is his linking of truth with rational 
inquiry. Your view, by contrast, seems to trivialise truth. Anybody 
makes an assertion, and, on your theory, there is a truth - truth 
from his point of view. Another person asserts exactly the opposite, 
and, there and then, there arises another truth - a truth from the 
new point of view. There is then, apparently, no stable truth. Are 
you not merely confusing the notions of a claim to truth and a truth, 
one with the other? I think that if you consider the matter carefully 
you will find that what your view of truth is concerned with is not 
really truth but only claims to truth. You will then realise how 
unremarkable your thesis is: It comes to merely this: A truth claim 
is nothing but an opinion. 

PROPONENT: Let me start from the phrase 'a truth from a given 
point of view'. This phrase does not quite do justice to my idea, 
though I have occasionally used cognate phrases for convenience. 
It would be nearer what I have in mind to employ a phrase like 
'truth as a point of view'. Truth, as I believe I have stressed more 
than once, cannot be said to depend on a point of view - that gives 
the impression of relativism; a truth is a point of view. But refer
ence to a truth is not just a reference to a point of view, for the 
following reason. Reference to a truth carries a commitment which 
a mere reference to a point of view does not carry. To talk of a truth 
is to commit yourself to whatever proposition may be in question. 

On the other hand, one can talk detachedly about a point of view, 
merely noting its existence, for example. A truth claim is obviously 
the same as a point of view. We may therefore say that the 
difference between talking of a truth claim and talking of a truth lies 
in this, that the former does not necessarily involve commitment 
while the latter involves a commitment on the part of the one who 
does the talking. In the matter of what a truth has over and above a 
truth claim I would say that a truth is a truth claim with a contem
poraneous commitment. 

CRITIC: But this only rescues your view from triviality at the 
price of total implausibility. First, on your view two people cannot 
ever be said to disagree as to the truth; for, of course, there can 
be no such thing as the truth over and above their differing 
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commitments. Any arguing between them is pointless in that case, 
and I cannot see the poiilt of your occasional jibes at relativism. 
Secondly, how can we make sense of the human fallibility on which 
you yourself have seemed to place so much emphasis ?12 Admitting 
my fallibility can only consist in acknowledging that it is possible 
that what I believe is false, but if the truth is nothing but what I 
believe, then does that not amount to saying that it is possible for 
the truth to be false, contrary to the principle of non-contradiction? 
Thirdly, since a man's opinions or beliefs or commitments change 
over a period of time, you are committed to the absurdity that truth 
can change. Fourthly ... 

PROPONENT: Excuse me for breaking in, but you have already 
advanced more than enough objections to occupy me for the time 
being. First, as to disagreement: To speak of people disagreeing as 
to the truth is only an idiomatic abbreviation. What people disagree 
about are issues. They may disagree, for example, as to whether 
human civilisation can survive a third world war. One man opines 
that it can, another, that it cannot. If we ask what is the truth of the 
matter, we can only be asking for the opinion of him to whom the 
question is addressed. 

CRITIC: I am afraid it is my turn to butt in. I cannot forbear 
remarking that the truth of the matter must exist irrespective of a 
third point of view, or of any point of view, for that matter. It is 
simply a fact of logic that any proposition is either true or false. 
Thus given any proposition and its contradictory, it is logically 
necessary that one of them must be true whether or not we know 
which one it is. To borrow a nice ex"ample from Bertrand Russell, 
we have no evidence as to whether the proposition 'It snowed on 
Manhattan Island on the first of January in the year I A.D. ,-is true 
or false, 'but,' to quote Russell's words, 'it seems preposterous to 
maintain that it is neither'. 13 

PROPONENT: You are referring to the principle of excluded 
middle, one of the so-called 'Laws of Thought'? 

CRITIC: Yes;·the principle which states that every proposition is 

12 See, for example, chapter 8, page 122.
13 Bertrand Russell, My Philosophical Development, George Allen and Unwin, 

London, 1959, p. 11 r. On the principle of excluded middle generally see also 
Russell, An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth, chapter XX where the Manhattan 
example is more amply discussed on p. 227. 
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either true Or false. And I may add that, as Carnap remarked in his 
article 'Truth and Confirmation', 14 any view of truth, such as 
yours, which implicitly denies ihe distinction between truth and 
knowledge of truth, is incompatible with this law of logic. In this 
matter, incidentally, Dewey is as vulnerable as you are. 

PROPONENT: I fear that we are in danger of being launched on a 
long journey into the philosophy of logic. I will here merely say that 
the principle which you call excluded middle is more appropriately 
called by some other name, say, bivalence, as Lukasiewicz 
suggests. 15 The principle in question amounts to saying that there 
are only two truth values, namely, truth and falsity, and every 
proposition has one or the other. It seems more natural to call this 
the principle of two values (bivalence) than the principle of 
excluded middle. 

CRITIC: But in saying that there are only two values and each 
proposition has one or other we are excluding any middle ground 
between truth and falsity. 

PROPONENT: Very wen, then, let us say that what you call 
excluded middle involves, or perhaps we might say presupposes, 
bivalence. Lukasiewicz, on the other hand, recommended reserv
ing the name' excluded middle' for the principle that two contradic
tory propositions cannot both be false. This obviously does not 
imply bivalence since if there are more than two values-the fact that 
a proposition has not got the value falsity would not itself imply that 
it has the value truth rather than some other value. 

CRITIC:· Obviously what Lukasiewicz calls excluded-middle says 
rather less than what I, and, be it noted, most other logicians and 
philosophers call by that name. But I would agree that it serves the 
purpose of clarity to know exactly what is involved in the custom
ary principle of excluded middle. I would prefer to give the name 
'bivalence' to the principle which says simply th_at there are only 
two truth values, truth and falsity. If you combine this with the 
principle that every proposition has at least one truth value, you 
then obtain the principle which generally goes by the name of 
excluded middle. 

u In Feigl and Sellars, op. cit. 
15 See 'On Determinism' in Lukasiewicz, Selected Works, ed. L Borkowski, 

North-Holland Pub. Co., 1970. Also reprinted in Polish Logic, ed. Storrs McCall, 
Oxford, I 967. 
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PROPONENT: I must say that I rather like your way of formulat
ing the matter. It gives us a more general way of stating the laws of 
thought than one ericounters in logical texts and, if we were 
employing symbolic formulations, I would be inclined to make the 
most of it. In terms of your formulation, I think, we could give a 
highly generalised version of the principle of non-contradiction as 
follows: No proposition can have more than one truth value. This 
is neutral as to whether one is operating in a two-valued logic, that 
is, one which recognises only two truth values, as in your case, or in 
a many-valued logic, that is, one which recognises more than two 
values. 

CRITIC: That is correct. 
PROPONENT: Furthermore, your formulation of the excluded 

middle brings out the bone of contention between us with the 
greatest clarity. 

CRITIC: What is it? 
PROPONENT: It is the claim which you advance in the context of 

your two-valued logic that every proposition has at least one truth 
value. 

CRITIC: What is your objection to it? 
PROPONENT: It makes it look as if truth values are properties 

which 'propositions' have antecedently to inquiry whereas they are 
properties - if we must call them properties - which we assign to 
them in inquiry . 

CRITIC: This is becoming obscure, and, in any case, why 
are you suddenly putting the word 'propositions' in quotation 
marks? 

PROPONENT: I am putting 'propositions' into quotes because I 
think that the ordinary way of talking about propositions whereby a 
proposition is conceived as what is expressed by a declarative 
sentence becomes inapplicable when we come to consider seriously 
what it is that can be the bearer of a truth value. 

CRITIC: Why inapplicable? 
PROPONENT: The point is that a dedarative sentence declares 

something to be so or not so. Now, obviously, you cannot start an 
inquiry with a declaration. What you start with is a question, a 
problem. A declarative sentence is an outcome of inquiry, stan
dardly, that is. It represents a solution to a problem. To solve a 
problem is to determine an issue affirmatively or negatively. Either 
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way constitutes assigning a primary truth value16 to what I have 
previously called an ideational content. 17 

CRITIC: How do you mean? 
PROPONENT: Perhaps, the matter will become more clear with 

an example. Suppose we are considering the question of the survi
val or non-survival of human civilisation after a third world war. 
Then 'the survival of human civilisation after a third world war' 
is the ideational content of our problem, and what we add to this 
content at the close of inquiry so as to obtain the affirmative 
judgment 'Human civilisation can survive a third world war' or the 
negative judgment 'Human civilisation cannot survive a third 
world war' is what I am calling a primary truth value. 

CRITIC: If I understand you correctly, you are saying something 
like this: Assigning a primary truth value to an ideational content is 
like answering yes or no to a yes-or-no question. 

PROPONENT: Exactly. And I wish to point out, further, that if in 
talking of propositions we are thinking of the bearers of truth 
values, i.e. the elements of discourse to which truth values are 
added, then a proposition is something less than what is expressed 
by a declarative sentence; it is something in the nature of what I 
have called an ideational content.18 

CRITIC: But don't we sometimes predicate truth or falsity of a 
proposition in the sense of what is expressed by a declarative 
sentence? For example, when a person says 'Human civilisation 
can survive a third world war' and another comments: 'That is 
false', falsity is clearly predicated of a declarative sentence. 

PROPONENT: We do, indeed. In fact, normally, that is how the 
concepts of truth and falsity are used. 19 That kind of truth value 
predication is what I call 'comparative' and the resulting judgment 

18 See chapter 8, p. 121, n. 6. 
17 See chapter 10, pp. 156-8. 

18 It corresponds, in fact, to what is called a truth function in truth functional logic. 
See my 'Truth as a Logical Constant, with an Application to the Principle of 
Excluded Middle', Philosophical Quorterly, October 1975. C. I. Lewis and John 
Dewey are among the philosophers who have held this 'participial' conception of 
propositions. See Lewis, Analysis of Ktmwledge and Valuatwn (La Salle, 1946), p. 
49; and Dewey, 'Propositions, Warranted Assertibility and Truth', Journal of 
Philosophy, 1941, reprinted in Dewey, Problems of Men (Philosophical Library, 
New York, 1946); see also Dewey, Logic: The Theory of Inquiry (Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, New York, 1938, ch. xv, especially p. 287. 

19 See chapter 8, p. 121. 
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is what I call, in a rather specialised usage, a comparative judg
ment. But not_ice that when the second person, responding to the 
first, says 'That is false', what he says is equivalent to 'Human 
civilisation cannot survive a third world war'. This, as we have 
seen, involves assigning a primary truth value to the corresponding 
ideational content. 20 In terms of question and answer it involves 
answering no to the question or problem: 'Can human civilisation 
survive a third world war?' Thus the truth value falsity in the 
primary sense corresponds to a negative answer and the truth value 
truth in the primary sense corresponds to an affirmative answer. 
The point now is that it is obvious that every comparative truth 
value assign:r;ient presupposes a primary truth value assignment. It 
follows that, fundamentally speaking, the bearers of truth values 
are not propositions conceived in the image of declarative sentences 
but ideational contents which in the context of inquiry have the 
significance of questions or problems. 

CRITIC: All this is interesting, but what is its relevance to the 
principle of excluded middle? 

PROPONENT: It is this. If truth and falsity are primarily affirma
tive and negative answers to questions or problems, then to say that 
every proposition has at least one of these truth values implies that 
,every problem has been solved, which is to go a bit too far. 

CRITIC: Even on your own conceptions this is taking things too 
literally. As you yourself pointed out a while ago, a class such as the 
class of all propositions is open-ended. There is an infinity of 
propositions that have not been considered. What may justly be 
said to be presupposed by excluded middle is not that every prob
lem has been solved but only that every problem is solvable. 

PROPONENT: Granted. But is this claim, that every problem is 
solvable, a logical truth? 

CRITIC: Well, it is, at least, an indispensable presupposition of 
logic. 

PROPONENT: I doubt it. Suppose we do not know any method at 
all for solving a certain problem. Then to insist that it is solvable is 
not much more than to express a pious hope. In such a case your 
excluded middle would lead to needless dogmatism. 

zo Frege says what amounts to much the same thing m his Begriffsschrift. See 
Translations from the Philosophical Writings ofGottWb Frege, edited by Peter Geach 
and Max Black, Oxford, 1952, p. 2. 
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CRITIC: Let 'P?' represent a problem. I should say that were 'P?'

to be shown even to be unsolvable in principle, still the correspond
ing declarative sentence 'P' would be intelligible as a sentence and, 
hence, conceivably true. 

PROPONENT: 'P' would be intelligible only formally, only as 
conforming to the syntactical category of a declarative sentence. In 
other words 'P' or 'Pis true' or 'Pis false' would have the form of a 
declarative sentence without its substance. 

CRITIC: You are talking like an intuitionist logician.21 

PROPONENT: I have some sympathy for intuitionism, but I am 
not a full-blown intuitionist. All that I am saying is that the 
assumption that every problem is solvable is not a safe claim to 
make in logic. This is, however, without prejudice to its utility as a 
hypothetical assumption in formulating the law of excluded 
middle. 

CRITIC:· I am afraid I do not understand your last sentence. 
PROPONENT: What I mean is that we can incorporate a 

hypothetical solvability clause into the informal statement of the 
law of excluded middle in some such fashion as: Given that a 
problem is solvable, the corresponding proposition is either true or 
false. In terms of my own conceptions this becomes something 
like: Given that a problem is solvable, it is either solvable affirma
tively or negatively; and of course, solving a problem presupposes a 
point of view. 

CRITIC: How do you apply this interpretation to Russell's 
example? 

PROPONENT: It is specifically because we believe that the prob
lem of whether it rained on Manhattan Island on the first of 
January is solvable in principle in spite of the fact that we do not 
have the relevant evidence that we feel so certain that it either 
rained or did not rain at that time and place. Note, moreover, that 
although we do not have the evidence, we have an idea of what sort 
of evidence would be relevant. 22 

21 Intuitionist logic is a logic based, among other things, on the rejection of 
excluded middle as formulated by CRITIC above. The first chapter of Intmtionism: 

An Introduction by A. Heyting (North Holland Publishing Co., Amsterdam, 2nd 
revised edition 1966) gives something of the flavour of the thinking underlying 
intuitionism. The elementary portions of intuitionist logic are represented in ch. 
VII, pp. 97-ro5. 

2
� See Russell, op. cit., p. 278. 
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CRITIC: By the way, can you tell me how you would represent 
this 'hypothetical solvability clause', which you make an integral 
part of excluded middle, in the context of an actual symbolic logic? 

PROPONENT: Actually the hypothetical assumption need not be 
part of any one symbolic formula. The assumption, for example, 
that every proposition has at least one truth value, which is common 
to two-valued logic and to the many-valued varieties -the notion of 
truth value is used in such a broad sense in many-valued contexts 
that a proposition's being 'undetermined' as to truth or falsity may 
be reckoned as indicating a truth value -this assumption is not one 
that you incorporate into any one symbolic formula; it is a prior 
assumption. The same applies to the solvability assumption. In the 
presence of the assumption that every proposition has at least one 
truth valU.e, the principle of bivalence becomes a basic assumption 
of solvability. What it means, then, to say that your logic is a 
two-valued logic is that you are dealing with solvable problems. I 
would now like to return to your three-fold objection. I had not 
even finished answering the first of the three when the question of 
excluded middle cropped up. I believe I have already shown that, 
rightly interpreted, the principle of excluded middle is not incom
patible with my view of truth. 

CRITIC: Return by all means to those objections. I have no wish 
to force you into the technicalities of the philosophy of logic. 

PROPONENT:· Taking the first of the objections, then, let me say 
that I can see why you think that my view of truth has the conse
quence that when people disagree there is no point in their arguing. 
You seem to think that I am committed to the notion that beliefs are 
manifestations of arbitrary psychological impulses. Nothing is 
further from my conception. Belief, as I have said elsewhere, is, 
standardly, the outcome of rational inquiry .. Whether a belief is 
rationally supportable or not is an objective issue, that is, an issue 
whose determination does not depend on the psychological 
peculiarities of any given person. 23 There are inter-personally spec
ifiable criteria of rationally warranted assertibility. The existence 
of such criteria is made possible by the fact that human beings have 
certain similarities of basic physiological and mental make-up. 
This is what lies at the back of the possibility of human community 
- the possibility, that is, of the use of language and logic among

23 See chapter 4, pp. 56-8 on objectivity and subjectivity.
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men, the possibility of agreement as also of disagreement, the 
po�sibility of moral relations, and so on. The purpose of arguing 
when there is disagreement among persons is to bring it about by 
non-arbitrary means that they are of one opinion, that is to say, one 
rationally warranted opinion. 

CRITIC: Well, then, we are back to Dewey. Truth, for you, after 
all, is, by and large, warranted assertibility. I wonder what, then, 
has happened to the difference between your view and Dewey's. 

PROPONENT: I am glad that the similarity between Dewey's 
view of truth and mine strikes you so forcibly. I believe that the 
similarity is worth emphasising more than the difference. But if 
only for the sake of setting the record straight, I will explain the 
difference. For Dewey the relation between truth and rationally 
warranted assertibility is one of analytic identity. For me it is a 
synthetic relation, since not all points of view are rational. In my 
view the claim that truth is rationally warranted assertibility holds 
only in the case of normal belief. This relation between truth and 
rationality arises not from the formal significance of truth but from 
the substantive nature of belief. 

CRITIC: Would you care to explain your distinction between the 
formal significance of truth and the substantive nature of belief? 

PROPONENT: The distinction is a rather important one. The 
theory of truth consists, or ought to consist, of a formal or analyti
cal part and a substantive part. The formal or analytical part, which 
I suspect is often taken to be the whole, seeks to clarify the relations 
between the concept of truth and such concepts as fact, reality, 
assertion, belief, proposition, statement, belief, opinion, know
ledge, reason, verification, justification, etc. 24 But when this has 
been achieved it still remains to give an account of the vital import
ance of truth. This can only be done by a substantive exposition of 
the concepts in terms of which the formal definition of truth is 
fashioned. By a substantive exposition of a concept I mean an 
account that is not principally concerned with disclosing its 
conceptual relations but with its very possibility25 and with its 
functions in human life. Having defined truth as wa_rranted 

2� See ch. 10, p. 162.
25 Inquiries about the possibility of concepts and modes of knowledge are called 

by K_ant transcendental. Given a more empirical orientation than Kant's one might 
call them genetic. See chapter 10, pp. 162-71, especially pp. 162-70. 
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assertibility, it still remains to pursue questions such as: What are 
its canons? What is the fundamental basis of those canons and what 
role do they play in the interactions and transactions of human 

beings with their environment and with their own kind? Questions 
of this sort belong to what I call the substantive, as distinct from the 
formal, analytical, part of the theory of truth. 

CRITIC: Could you illustrate this distinction in terms of the 

actual work of any philosophers? 
PROPONENT: Tarski's semantic theory of truth is a paradigm of 

the formal, 26 analytical, theory of truth, while Dewey's leaned (in, 
for example, Logic, The Theory of Inquiry) more in the direction of 
the substantive theory of truth. 

CRITIC: I hope it is not your suggestion that the distinction in 
question is a rigid one. 

PROPONENT: The distinction itself is a conceptually clear one, 
but in the matter of exposition there is no need to separate the two 
parts of the theory of truth into two watertight compartments. 
Thus while still primarily occupied with the formal theory of truth 
one can take note of the fact that belief is normalJy the outcome of a 
rational effort. And this should lead us to anticipate that the 
substantive theory of truth would be a theory of rationality. 

CRITIC: Would it not also be a theory of irrationality, since not all 
belief, even on your own showing, is rational? 

PROPONENT: The theory of a category of thought or behaviour 
has to be a theory of the normal case (though defining the notion of 
the twrmal case can itself be quite a substantive problem, particu
larly in a matter like belief) . Once the normal case has been 

clarified, the deviant or degenerate case can easily be seen for what 
it is. In the theory of belief the degenerate case turns out to be of a 
psychological rather than epistemological interest. 

CRITIC: I cannot wait any longer to press an objection which is, I 
think, quite fatal to your view and to Dewey's. Truth is rational 
belief, you say. But it is specifically because we want our beliefs to 
be true that we bother at all to pay heed to the canons of rational 
inquiry. Thus by rational belief we mean a belief that is more likely 
than not to be true. Let us express this by saying that a rational 

28 Tarski's theory might be held to be formal in the further sense of being, in its 
fully elaborated form, cast in the framework of a formalised system. But this is not 
the aspect of it that is under consideration here. 
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belief is a truth-inclined belief. Then your definition as well as 
Dewey's involves saying that truth is truth-inclined belief. The 
circularity in this cannot escape any schoolboy. 

PROPONENT: Actually, there would be no circularity if an inde
pendent account of truth-inclination is available. But, in any case, I 
have very serious reservations about the whole talk of our wanting 
our beliefs to be true. 27 It is apt to encourage a shopper's model of 
belief formation. It is as if there was a store room full of ready-made 
beliefs, and one went round· to inspect them to find out those 
endowed with the truth attribute. No, the truth enterprise starts 
with problems, not with beliefs on hangers, and what we seek to do 
is not to make selections but to solve problems. We·should not take 
the notion of searching for truth too literally. Searching for truth 
means trying to solve problems. 

CRITIC: But, surely, we want our solutions to apply to the 
world, to be true, in other words, of the actual world. 

PROPONENT: That is putting the cart before the horse. The 
message of a solution is of the form: 'The conceptual content X
applies to the world'.28 It makes doubtful sense to require that 
when one makes such a claim one should also entertain the idea that 
this too applies to the world. I fancy that in Twi, the language of 
the Akans of Ghana, there would be little temptation to make such 
a requirement, for the following reason. In this language we do not 
express the notion of truth as a cognitive concept with a single 
word. We do, indeed, have the word 'nokware' which may be 
translated as 'truth', but this translation would be acceptable only 
as a translation of the moral rather than the cognitive, concept of 
truth. Thus, ri:tore strictly, 'nokware' conveys the notion of 
truthfulness or veracity. We render the cognitive concept of truth 
by some such phrase as 'nen. ate saa', tha.t which is so. 29 It would, I 
think, be quite natural, if one wanted a single word for truth in the 
cognitive sense when doing epistemology in Twi to coin some such 
word as 'asem - te saa'. Strictly, the nearest equivalent of this 
in English would be 'true proposition'. But with or without the 

27 See chapter 8, pp. u9-20. 
28 If the proposition is a necessary proposit10n the claim is extended to all possible 

worlds. On the above analysis of judgment see, further, chapter 10, pp. 156-8. 
29 In chapter 8, p. u6, the bearing of this fact on the desirability of avoiding a 

confusion between the moral and the cognitive concepts in question was commented 
on. 
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coinage, it is obvious that such a language gives little encourage
ment to the suggestion that a claim to the effect that something is 
so ('asem note saa') should be proffered as itself being so ('te saa'). 

CRITIC: Are you sure that other Akan philosophers will agree 
with you? 

PROPONENT: Every philosopher is welcome to his own inter
pretations of his language. 

CRITIC: Well, it seems to me that if what you have been saying is 
correct then we cannot so much as talk of true beliefs. If it is 
inappropriate to say that we want our beliefs to be true, it can 
hardly be appropriate to say that our beliefs are true! 

PROPONENT: When we talk of the truth (or falsity) of a belief we 
ipso facto convert the belief into an ideational content. Syntacti
cally, this is indicated by the fact that what we predicate t_ruth of is
to take a specific example - that snow is white. Alternatively, we 

put the sentence which expresses the belief into quotes. Both 
syntactical expedients have the effect of suspending the assertoric 
force of the sentence and transforming it into an ideational content. 
This assertoric force is, of course, brought into play again, from the 
relevant point of view, by the truth predication. This is what 
happens when we speak, exploiting quotes, of the truth of the 
sentence 'Snow is white'. In this process we mention the sentence as 
distinct from using it in its 'belief-advancing role. Note, inciden
tally, that my account of the effect of quotation is radically different 
from Tarski's, according to whom, you will recall, quotation trans
forms a sentence into a name. 30 The upshot of these remarks is, 
once again, that we shollld not take phrases like 'true belief' too 
literally. There is, of course, nothing wrong about talking of 'true 
belief', but it is important to bear in mind that this involves a 
syntactical transference of commitment from the 'belief' part of the 
phrase to its 'truth' part. 

CRITIC: I know that you are anxious to confront the issue of 
relativism but may l put one last objection before that. You ought, 
I think, to show how you think you can get over obvious counter
examples to your claim that truth is rationally justified belief. As 

30 Quine too insists on the name-creating powers of quotation. See, for example, 
W. V. Quine, Mathematical Logi.c, Harper Torchbooks, 1962, pp. 23-33. Quine 
gives here a clear account of the corresponding view of the distinction between the 
use and mention of expressions. My suggestion above hints at a different account. 
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you must know, the American philosopher Edmund Gettier has 
given a perfect counter-example to the view that a justified belief is 
necessarily a true belief. In a short article entitled 'Is Justified True 
Belief Knowledge?', 31 where his direct concern is to refute the view 
that justified true belief is the same as knowledge, which he does 
with admirable ingenuity, he manages, in the process, to construct 
a simple example of a rationally justified belief which is false. 

PROPONENT: I am often besieged with such supposed counter
examples. 

CRITIC: But I think you will find that this one has a special 
simplicity and clarity. I will quote his own words as they are so 
precise. 'Let us suJ)pose,' -he writes, 'that Smith has strong evi
dence for the following proposition: "Jones owns.a Ford". Smith's 
evidence might be that Jones has at all times in the past within 
Smith's memory owned a car, and always a Ford, and that Jones 
has just offered Smith a ride while driving a Ford ... But now 
imagine that ... Jones does wt own a Ford, but is at present 
driving a rented car' (p. 146). Surely, here is as perfect a counter
case as there conceivably can be to your claim that truth is the same 
as justified belief. 

PROPONENT: No, it isn't, for the following simple reason. The 
finding that Smith's justified belief is false is made, and can only be 
made, from a point of view other than Smith's; it is made from the 
point of view of the story teller whose company we are privileged to 
join. This latter point of view is obviously more richly furnished 
with evidence, and, by hypothesis, the evidence supports not the 
proposition that Jones owns a Ford but its negation. In speaking of 
Smith's justified belief, we are temporarily putting ourselves, so to 
speak, in his epistemological shoes. In our own shoes, we would 
not be justified to entertain that belief. Hence the counter-example 
fails. I suspect that you have forgotten the crucial role of the notion 
of point of view in my thesis. 

CRITIC: I will not bother to bring up the converse of the 
counter-example just discussed, namely, the case in which a belief 
that is not justified is nevertheless true, since it is obvious that you 
would treat it in analoguous fashion by reference to differences in 
point of view. One might almost say that the notion of point of view 

31 Originally published in A111.1.lysis, vol. 23, 1963, and reprinted in A. Phillips 
Griffiths (ed.), Knowledge and Belief, Oxford, 1967, pp. 144-6. 
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has become a protective talisman in your hands. But I don't want to· 
delay you any further from your promised assault on relativism. I 
am myself extremely interested to see that operation, for you have 
said various things that I cannot distinguish from relativism. Not 
only have you spoken against the notion of absolute truth32 but also 
you have actually said things like 'there are as many truths as there 
are points of view', 33 and 'truth is personal'. 34 If this is not relativ
ism, I fail to see why. 

PROPONENT: Let us then try to specify what relativism is. It is 
usual for relativism to be defined as 'the view that truth lacks 
objectivity and absoluteness - that a1l truth is a matter of personal 
opinion'. 

CRITIC: That sounds exactly like your view of truth. 
PROPONENT: Except that at least the part about truth lacking 

objectivity ruins the similarity. On my view truth is both personal 
and objective. 

CRITIC: How is that possible? What is personal is subjective. 
Consequently, in identifying truth with personal opinion you have 
reduced it to something subjective. 

PROPONENT: The trouble is that you seem to be employing an 
objective/subjective distinction which is defective. It is wrong to 
think that anything which involves essential reference to a person is 
subjective. As I have explained elsewhere, something is subjective 
only if it is connected in an unlawlike manner with the peculiarities 
of a person. 35 

CRITIC: Though I do not want to turn this into a dispute about 
words, I ought to point_ out to you that as a matter of idiom to say 
that something is personal is to say that it is private, and that 
certainly suggests subjectivity. 

PROPONENT: Idiom is a very tricky guide. The connotations of 
both the words 'personal' and 'private' are heavily dependent on 
context. You might say, for example, that a person's sex life is a 
personal affair and mean by this that it is private in the sense that it 
ought not to be the subject of public comment or a legal inquiry. 

32 See, for example, chapter 5, pp. 63-7. 
33 In chapter 8, p. rr5. 
34 In chapter 4, p. 55. 
35 See chapter 4, p. 57. See further my 'Logic and Ontology: IV: Mearungs, 

Referents and Objects', Second Order, An African Philosophical Journal, vol. IV, no. 
1, January 1975, pp. 31-3. 
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And you would be right, though only within obvious limits. But in 
the same sense you might also say that a person's metaphysical 
opinions are his own personal affair. In this case there surely would 
be no implication that a man's metaphysical opinions are irrational 
and capricious or immune from public criticism. 

CRITIC: Your point seems to be this: something can be both 
personal and rational; and what is rational is ipso facto objective. Is 
that right? 

PROPONENT: That is right. Rationality is absolutely crucial in 
this matter. I maintain that, as a psycho-epistemological fact, a 
basic sensitivity to the demands of rational inquiry is part of the 
mental make-up of any creature that can b/e called a human being. 
This, as I have pointed out already, is why there are inter-personal 
criteria of rational belief. The existence of inter-personal criteria is 
the test of objectivity. Through this what is personal can also be 
inter-personal. I hope you can now see that my view that truth is 
opinion does not imply that truth is a subjective matter. 

CRITIC: Well, what you have just said seems to point away from 
the direction of subjectivism and relativism but I cannot forget the 
other things you have said about truth which seem to me to bear the 
stamp of subjectivism. 

PROPONENT: I see that you associate relativism with subjectiv
ism without any apparent qualification. 

CRITIC: But isn't the connection obvious from the definition you 
cited? 

PROPONENT: Yes, indeed. But I think that for the sake of greater 
accuracy we will have to note that there are at least two forms of 
relativism. There is an individualistic one, which is the sort that is 
articulated in the definition I started with, and there is, what one 
might call, a cultural · type which relativises truth not to what 
individuals think but what various groups think. 

CRITIC: You would have, I think, to interpret the term 'cultural' 
in the broadest manner in order to comprehend, for example, 
the kind of clnss relativism which the pronouncements of some 
Marxists on morals suggest. There is also a certain kind of 
relativism which revolves around the classes of believers and 
unbelievers. 

PROPONENT: That is true. Your remark shows also that we 
ought to distinguish betwee1.1 epistemological and moral relativism. 
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It is obvious that in this discussion we are concerned only with 
epistemological relativism, though· I dare say that our treatment of 
the moral version, which unfortunately we cannot undertake here, 
would be importantly analogous. 

CRITIC: As regards epistemological relativism, we might quite 
fairly say that both of its forms involve subjectivism; the first 
involves individualistic subjectivism and the second, cultural sub
jectivism. 

PROPONENT: Again, I agree; and I would say that both are 
afflicted with the same logical defect. But before I come to that let 
me deal with the remark you quoted from me to the effect that there 
are as many truths as there are points of view. Isn't it this remark 
which is bothering you the most? 

CRITIC: Yes. 

PROPONENT: I grant you that you can instantly reduce my view 
to relativism, i.e. to absurdity, by taking that remark in a certain 
unimaginatively literal way. On that reading, it becomes equiv
alent to saying that all points of view, and therefore, by and large, 
all propositions, are true. I have, however, previously pointed out 
that the remark was meant in a meta-theoretic spirit. 36 It was an 
attempt to put oneself into everybody's epistemological shoes for a 
moment. That can be done only imaginatively. 

CRITIC: And, you ought to add, hypothetically. 
PROPONENT: Granted. But at the moment I want to stress the 

following _aspect of the matter. Points of view are not windowless 
monads, incapable of interaction. They do interact through the 
medium of rational discussion. Points of view can frequently be, 
and are, regulated by the canons of rational thinking. So in addition 
to taking the remark of mine under discussion imaginatively and 
hypothetically, you have to place it in the light of this last reflection 
that points of view are, to adapt a phrase of Peirce's, subject to 
rational self-control. 

CRITIC: I must say, nevertheless, that from what you seem to 
have had in mind when you said that there are as many truths as 
there are points of view you chose a remarkably misleading phrase
ology. 

PROPONENT: In view of the ease with which critics have been 
misled, you may be right. 

30 See pp. 185-6. 
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CRITIC: One of the main reasons why I have found your view of 
truth so unsatisfactory is that it seems to cut off that regulative pull 
which the idea of objective truth exercises on human thinking. 
When one person asserts something and another person asserts 
its negation, we who believe in an objective, absolute, truth 
find discussion between them worthwhile only because there 
is something which they both are striving to attain, namely, 
objective truth. But if truth is nothing but opinion it is hard to see 
what is the purpose of any further ado about divergent opinions. 
But now it begins to appear that your proposal is to substitute 
rationality or, shall we perhaps say, reason for truth in this 
office. 

PROPONENT: Although, I would not phrase the matter exactly 
as you have, I concede that there is something in your presentation 
of my proposal. I think that tlfere are various advantages in not 
seeing truth as something over and above reason. This, however, is 
not the place to pursue this matter. My immediate interest is to 
separate my view from relativism. When the relativist says that 
truth is personal- let us for convenience restrict our considerations 
to individualistic relativism - he means that each individual's 
opinions are true in their own private ways. In other words, there 
are no inter-personal criteria for regulating beliefs and opinions. 
So, if a man asserts something and another asserts its contradic
tory, each assertion is true in its own way and there is an end of the 
matter. Now, this is a highly illogical thing to say, for two mutually 
contradictory propositions cannot both be true in any sort of way at 
all. 

CRITIC: Far be it from me to want to defend relativism, but you 
seem to dispose of it too easily. It might be said that when the 
relativist says that two mutually contradictory propositions may be 
true each in its own way he is not committing himself to the truth of 
both of them in any way. The relativist might argue that he is 
merely saying that the one proposition is true for a particular 
person and its negation is true for another. 

PROPONENT: But now suppose we were to ask him whether the 
two propositions are both true. He would be bound, on pain of 
self-contradiction, to say no. And that would mean that the con
junction 'P and not-P' is fa]se simpliciter, contrary to his relativ
ism. 
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CRITIC: On the contrary. He need not accept that he is 
committed to saying that the conjunction is false simpliciter, but 
only for him. 

PROPONENT: That won't do, for what can be the significance of 
the phrase 'for him' in this context? It can only be construed as a 
hint at the possibility of the conjunction being true for another 
person. But in this case where the conjunction is false for our man 
what can 'true for another person' possibly mean beyond 'held to be 
true by another person'? Precisely nothing. The relativist just 
cannot make out any difference between 'true for him' and 'held to 
be true by him'. 

CRITIC: You are saying then that it is against the relativist that 

the charge of confusing the notion of truth with that of a truth claim 
which I made against you earlier on can be made to stick. 

PROPONENT: Very much so. It is only through confusion that 
the relativist can come to think that in using phrases like 'true for 
him' he is propounding a doctrine about truth as opposed to 
purveying trivialities about truth claims. 

CRITIC: Remember I hold no brief for the relativist, but this 
sounds to me rather harsh. However, I would like to ask you 
whether you would say the same thing about the phrase 'true for 
me'. 

PROPONENT: Well, 'true for me' and 'held to be true by me' are 
even more obviously equivalent. But there is an important asym
metry in the ego-centric case. Whereas 'true for him' in being 
shown to be equivalent to 'held to be true by him' is thereby 
revealed to be an allusion to nothing more than a truth claim, in the 
case of 'true for me', the fact that it is equivalent to 'held to be true 
by me' clearly brings out the redundancy of the 'for me' compo
nent. 

CRITIC: You mean that 'Pis true for me' is equivalent to 'Pis 
held to be true by me' which, since the passive voice is equivalent to 
the active, is in turn equivalent to 'I hold P to be true' 
which, finally, is equivalent to asserting in the first person that P
is true. 

PROPONENT: That is nicely put. I would only add the following 
summary: The phrase 'for me' in 'P is true for me' is logically 
otiose, while 'true for him' is merely a deceptive way of taking note 
of somebody's truth claim. 
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CRITIC: This, presumably, is why you have been at pains to 
point out that it is no part of your thesis that 'Pis true' means' Pis 
true from my point of view'. 

PROPONENT: Yes. That would be a pointless redundancy. 
CRITIC: Come to think_ of it, you could have made more of the 

case of the inconsistent conjunction. You could have asked the 
relativist what he would think of a man's sense of logic if he were to 
say quite serenely of the conjunction in question: 'It is contradic
tory but it is true for me'. Unless he himself had a poor sense of logic 
he would be bound to say that such a person had a poor sense of 
logic. And whether or not he went through the relativist ceremony 
of affixing 'for me' to that animadversion, it would constitute a 
straightforward criticism: He would be saying in essence that no one 

in his right logical senses ought to say a thing like that. 
PROPONENT: Interesting! We are now being equally severe on 

the relativist. Seriously, I think that in so clearly demonstrating the 
unavoidability of criticism you have exposed the Achilles heel of 
relativism. The whole point of the trafficking in phrases like 'true 
for me', 'true for him' in relativist quarters is to protect truth claims 
from rational criticism. 

CRITIC: That, I might say, is why I felt a moment ago that you 
were being rather harsh on the relativist. The real meat of the 
relativist doctrine is the thesis that truth claims are inaccessible to 
rational criticism. That, certainly, is not a triviality about truth 
claims. It is true that resorting to phrases like 'true for me' and 'true 
for him' is logically futile, but when one has shown this, one still 
has to deal with the question of rational criticism. 

PROPONENT: But the argument you gave a moment ago killed 
the two birds with one stone. The logical futility of such phrases 
consists in the fact that they are of no avail in warding off rational 
criticism of truth claims. 

CRITIC: But that argument dealt with contradictory assertions, 
which are a rather special class. 

PROPONENT: I am afraid you underestimate the strength of your 
own argument. The question of contradictory assertions arises for 
the relativist in connection with every truth claim, for the following 
simple reason. Given any assertion, however internally consistent, 
one can always confront the relativist with the question whether the 
conjunction of this with its contradictory could be true/or anybody. 
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And, as it emerges m your argument, he would have to say 
no. 

CRITIC: But still this only compels him to criticise contradictory 
assertions. 

PROPONENT: No. There is more to it. If the conjunction 'P and 
not-P' cannot be true for anybody then this implies that when I 
assert that P is true I am committed to saying that anybody who 
asserts that not-P is true is wrong - wrong simpliciter, and this 
holds for any proposition whatever. 

CRITIC: Although this is a valid criticism of relativism it sounds 
rather formal and, to that extent, superficial. Given that the use of 
the concepts of truth and falsity implies that all assertions are, in 
principle, open to criticism, that, by itself, does not show that 
criticism is always humanly feasible. 

PROPONENT: Here I think that what you are saying really is that 
more moderate forms of relativism are not immediately vulnerable 
to the criticisms so far deployed. Such forms of relativism do not 
contend that all truth claims are immune to rational criticism, they 
assert only that some truth claims, perhaps a large class of them, 
have this immunity, for particular reasons. But the point is that any 
protection that such a doctrine might be thought to have from our 
criticisms derives specifically from its departure from the full
blooded doctrine of relativism. 

CRITIC: Even so I think that a truly convincing refutation �f 
relativism must give reasons against it which go deeper than mere 
formal arguments. 

PROPONENT: Formal arguments are not 'mere', but I agree with 
the spirit of your comment. The deeper reason against relativism 
is, as is already apparent in my earlier remarks, that it falsely denies 
the existence of inter-personal criteria of rationality. That is what 
the denial of objectivity amounts to. Unless at least the basic 
canons of rational thinking were common to men they could not 
even communicate among themselves. Thus in seeking to foreclose 
rational discussion the relativist view is in effect seeking to under
mine the foundations of human community. 

CRITIC: In all this it would be interesting to know in what way 
you think your view of �ruth contributes to the refutation of relativ
ism. 

PROPONENT: In this way. In identifying the principle of the 
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objectivity of truth with the principle of rational belief it makes it 
possible to see in the most direct manner not only that relativism is 
logically and epistemologically objectionable but also that it is 
morally unacceptable. 

CRITIC: The logical aspect is clear enough from the discussion 
above. It follows closely from the discussion- also that no claim to 
krwwledge can be immune from criticism. But how does the moral 
aspect arise? 

PROPONENT: All three aspects are united in the principle, which 
I believe to be of the most overriding importance, that from the fact 
that a given person believes a certain proposition, it does not follow 
that the proposition is true. 

CRITIC: Pardon me, but I should have thought that one of the 
most persistent criticisms of your view was exactly that it involves 
the denial of this principle. 

PROPONENT: Well, I am sure that anybody who has followed 
our discussion from the start will understand that this criticism is 
incorrect. But it is relevant here to give the meaning of the principle 
in terms of my conception of truth. It comes to this: From the fact 
that a given person believes a certain proposition it does not follow 
that others will, or ought to, believe that proposition. Seen in this 
light, the moral dimension of the principle is unmistakable. It is 
obviously implied in our formulation that no one has a moral right 
to impose his beliefs on others and that every person has the moral 
right to form his own opinions. Incidentally, in the context in 
which I made the remark that truth is personal this is the considera
tion that was in the foreground. 37 

CRITIC: In what way does the position differ in what you call the 
objectivist theory of truth? 

PROPONENT: The position is that this moral principle is not an 
internal principle of the objectivist theory of truth, but is held, if it 
is held, by the adherents of that theory as a separate moral princi
ple. 

CRITIC: Are you not conflating the cognitive concept of truth 
with the moral concept of truth, contrary to a distinction which you 
yourself have insisted on in the course of our discussion as well as 
elsewhere? 

PROPONENT: No; what I am maintaining is that my theory of 
87 See chapter 4 pp. 54-5. 
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the cognitive concept of truth contains the moral principle men
tioned as an intrinsic part. 

CRITIC: I wonder, though, what your moral principle is going to 
be worth in practice if, as your view implies, truth is not absolute, 
eternal, but can change with changes in commitment. 

PROPONENT: This was the third part of your three-fold objec
tion. Of course, to say that truth can change is nonsensical; it is 
self-contradictory. But my view has no such implication. Let us 
see in more precise terms what a change of commitm�nt might 
mean. Suppose I believe that Pat time ti and at time t2 I find good 
reasons to jettison it and assert its contradictory. This is a 
change of opinion; it indicates a change in commitment, ordinarily 
speaking. 

CRITIC: Which, on your view, must entail, even strictly speak
ing, that truth can change, contrary to the law of non
contradiction. 

PROPONENT: Let us be more cautious. 
CRITIC: Even about so obvious a point? 
PROPONENT: It may become less obvious the more closely you 

look. Let me ask you this. Is the situation just described not one in 
which one Commitment is succeeded by another? 

CRITIC: Of course it is. 
PROPONENT: Has any change occurred in the first or the second 

commitment? 
CRITIC: There has not been any change in any one of the two 

commitments considered in itself. But you ought, I think, to note 
that when we talk of a change in commitment it is always in relation 
to a person. 

PROPONENT: So that it is in the person that the change has 
occurred not in the commitments. 

CRITIC: I can see what you are driving at. You are going to say 
that, strictly speaking, we cannot say that commitments actually 
change. And your argument is that since commitments do not 
really change the question of the corresponding changeability of 
truth does not arise. 

PROPONENT: I am bound to concur, and I would add that this 
point about commitment illustrates the frequent need to take ordi
nary language locutions with a philosophical pinch of salt. 

CRITIC: But there is a difficulty. If the first commitment has not 
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changed, then presumably the corresponding truth remains m 
force. The same obviously applies to the second commitment. 
Hence we are compelled to say that both P and not-P remain in 
force as truths, disregarding non-contradiction utterly! So whether 
we say that commitments change or do not change we are, or, more 
literally, you are, entangled in a contradiction. 

PROPONENT: There is a simple mistake in your reasoning. You 
say that if the first commitment has not changed then it remains in 
force as a truth. But this is contrary to our hypothesis. We have 
abandoned it and so it is no longer our commitment. It remains a 
commitment, historically a commitment, but not a contemporary 
one. Truth, notwithstanding such appearanc·es as are fostered by 
phrases like 'it used to be true', 'it was true', 'it will be true', is 
contemporary commitment; it is ongoing commitment. Take 
the contemporaneity away and what you have left is only a truth 
claim. 

CRITIC: A fresh dilemma awaits you. You maintain that it is 
nonsensical to say that truth can change. I, of course, applaud. But 
if so, then truth is changeless, Eternal and Absolute. And yet you 
have inveighed against these notions. 

PROPONENT: When I say that truth does not change I am doing 
no more than repeating the principle of non-contradiction, which 
says that no proposition can be true together with its contradictory, 
or reaffirming its equivalent, the principle of identity which says 

that if a proposition is true, then it is true. If saying that truth is 
eternal and absolute means simply that when a proposition is true, 
it is true, then I have no quarrel with it. But I doubt that it is this 
tautology that so much excites the enthusiasm of the devotees of 
Eternal and Absolute truth. I see in these notions a reification of 
truth; truth is conceived by them as an independent entity. That is 
naive metaphysics. I see in it, furthermore, a certain tendency to 
claim infallibility. The process is somewhat as follows. Infallibility 
is, first, modestly attributed to Absolute truth, something inde
pendent of us mortals. But in due course the devotee comes to see 
himself as being in possession of the truth about some highly 
important matter. :rhere is then a smooth, almost imperceptible, 
transference of the infallibility of the independent, abstract entity 
Truth to a concrete inhabitant of this earth. I have often com
mented on the practical dangers that might arise from this habit of 
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thought.38 I believe that a measure of fallibilism is morally benefi
cial. 39 

CRITIC: Before you get too expansive, perhaps you should note 
that you cannot begin to talk of fallibilism until you have made 
sense of the notion of fallibility in the context of your view of truth. 

PROPONENT: Fallibility was the._subject of the second of your 
three-part objection. Given all that we have said already I think 
that this notion can here be treated quite briefly. To 1ay that a 
proposition I now believe may be false is simply to withdraw my 
commitment from it hypothetically, and contemplate, equally 
hypothetically, a negative issue to the corresponding problem. 

CRITIC: I don't quite follow you. If my saying 'Pis ti-ue' means 
the same as 'I believe P', then if I hypothetically contemplate the 
falsity of P, I am envisaging the possibility of a true proposition 
being also false. 

PROPONENT: Your difficulty is founded on a mistaken identity. 
It is not my belief, as my belief, that becomes the object of my 
hypothetical contemplation; it is only the conCeptual residue left 
after the hypothetical subtraction of my commitment that now 
becomes the object to which falsity is ascribed. Indeed, irrespec
tive of the theory of truth that may be in the background, any 
statement of the form 'P is true but it may be false' will have to 
construe the 'it' as referring to something devoid of a truth assign
ment. 

CRITIC: I can see that this takes us back to your earlier remarks 
about the bearers of truth value. 

PROPONENT: Yes, those remarks are very relevant here. 
CRITIC: Talking of the bearers of truth value, I have noticed that 

in the context of what you call comparative truth-value assignment 
you speak indiscriminately of the truth of propositions, sentences, 
statements, etc., without compunction. Yet something quite 
weighty hangs on whether it is propositions rather than sentences 
that can be spoken of as true or false. As you must know, one of the 
principal objections that has been urged against Tarski's semantic 
theory of truth, for example, is that we don't predicate truth (or 
falsity) of a mere sentence, which is just a sequence of physical 

38 In chapters 4 (p. 54), 5 (pp. 66-7), 6 (p. 96) and 8 (p. 122). 
39 See in addition to the references in the immediately preceding footnote, 

chapter 8, p. 123. 
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marks or sounds. According to this view, that which may intellig
ibly be said to be either true or false is the statement which a 
sentence may be used to convey. 40 

PROPONENT: I am afraid Tarski himself is partially to blame, for 
he invites this criticism by speaking sometimes as if a sentence is, to 
quote his own words, 'certain physical objects, namely, linguistic 
expressions' or, more strictly, 'classes of inscriptions of similar 
form (thus not individual physical things, but classes of such 
things)'. Yet Tarski in the same place41 says 'By "sentence", we 
understand here what is usually meant in grammar by "declarative 
sentence".' But in grammar a sentence is a group of words express
ing a complete thought and a declarative sentence is one expressing 
a declaratory thought. In this sense a sentence is not just a class of 
physical objects but a class of that sort taken in association with a 
thought. Hence the notion of a sentence in this sense - there is no 
other applicable sense �hen talking of the truth or falsity of sen
tences - is more complex than that of, say, a proposition because a 
proposition, a declarative thought, turns out to be an aspect, 
namely, the signification, of a declarative sentence. Accordingly, I 
find nothing wrong with talking of the truth or falsity of sentences, 
properly so conceived, alongside propositions, statements, asser
tions, beliefs, and so forth. 42 

CRITIC: Every little point threatens to take us into the deep 
waters of the philosophy of logic. I hope my next objection does not 
lead us into complications. You remember you cut me short in the 
process of advancing a fourth objection some time ago. 

40 See, for example, Strawson in Margaret MacDonald (ed.), Philosophy and 
Annlysis (Blackwell, 1954). Popper (Objective Knowledge) dismisses this kind of 
objection contemptuously and, unfortunately, rather hastily. 

41 Feigl and Sellars, op. cit., p. 53· 
42 See further my 'Logic and Ontology, Part n1: Abstract Entities and the 

Analysis of Designation', Second Order, An African Journal of Philosophy, vol. III, no. 
2, July 1974, pp. 48-52. There are, to be sure, certain fine points about sentences, 
propositions and statements such as are brought out in Lemmon's 'Sentences, 
Statements and Propositions' in Williams and Montifiore (eds.), British Analytical 
Philosophy (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966). lndexfCal sentences, such as 'I am 
happy', are particularly worthy of note. The significational aspect of an indexical 
sentence, taken on its own, is an incomplete proposition which requires further 
specification before becoming susceptible of ascriptions of truth or falsity. Given 
adequate specification, the corresponding sentence, of course, also becomes suscep
tible of truth value. All this is without prejudice to the fact that for formal purposes 
sentences may be viewed from a purely structural point of view. 
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PROPONENT: Let us hear it by all means. What is it about? 
CRITIC: It concerns necessary truth. As you know, a necessary 

truth is a proposition that cannot possibly be false. Since you 
admit, even insist, that any belief or opinion may be false it follows 
that a necessary truth cannot be just a belief or an opinion. Hence 
your theory breaks down when applied to necessary truth. 

PROPONENT: Not so. This one, I think, can be disposed of quite 
simply. Your point about necessary truth can be reformulated as 
follows: If a proposition is a necessary truth, then its negation is 
impossible, that is, necessarily false. 

CRITIC: I would accept that. Yes. 
PROPONENT: And given any proposition whatever, the claim 

that it is a necessary truth may be true or false. 
CRITIC: Right. 
PROPONENT: Therefore, the statement that a necessary truth or, 

what amounts to the same thing, a necessary proposition, cannot be 
false is a remark about the logical character rather than the epis
temological status qf such propositions. As far as knowing is con
cerned, we are as fallible with regard to our claims of necessary 
truth as we are in our claims of contingent truth. 

CRITIC: That seems plausible. 
PROPONENT: Therefore, a necessary truth is just as much a 

matter of belief as a contingent truth. 
CRITIC: Is this, perhaps, what was at the back of Quine's 

mind when he claimed in his famous essay 'Two Dogmas of 
Empiricism'4a that even logical principles are ultimately op�n to 
revision? 

PROPONENT: Something of this sort is certainly relevant to 
Quine's position, but I would not speculate as to what was at the 
back of his mind at the time. Note, however, that his position is 
more radical, for he does not accept that the alleged difference in 
logical character between necessary and contingent propositions is 
irreducible. 44 On this point my position is, of course, different. 

CRITIC: Be that as it may, I must say that I still find your view 
43 In W. V. Quine, From a Logical Point of View, Harper Torchbooks, New York, 

1953· 
44 See also Quine's beautiful essay on 'Necessary Truth' in Sidney Morgenbes

ser's coilection Philosophy of Science (Basic Books, New York, 1967). The essay is 
also reprinted in Quine's own The Ways of Paradox, revised and enlarged edition, 
Harvard, 1976. 
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that truth is nothing but opinion highly implausible, particularly in 
relation to necessary truth. For example, we talk of necessary 
truths, as we have been doing lately, without any sense of incon
gruity, but who can talk of necessary opinions with an easy linguis
tic· conscience? 

PROPONENT: Actually my linguistic conscience is not as easy as 
yours seems to be in talking of necessary truth. 'Necessary' is a 
relative term. It does not make sense to say that a thing is necessary 
in itself. Something is necessary only for a purpose. The 
philosophical idiom of 'necessary truth' may, thus, be no more 
than a linguistic impropriety that has gained dignity through long 
usage. 

CRITIC: But this does not mean that there is any impropriety 
about what the phrase 'necessary truth' refers to. 

PROPONENT: Then why may we not say the same about the 
phrase 'necessary opinion'? 

CRITIC: Supposing you could get over this particular objection, 
what about other obvious incongruities? 

PROPONENT: Such as? 
CRITIC: Such as that we speak of learning new truths but not of 

learning new opinions. 
PROPONENT: But we form new opinions, solve new problems, 

acquire new beliefs, in the course of rational inquiry. And what I 
am saying is that this is the sort of thing we are referring to when we 
talk of learning new truths. The linguistic circumstance you men
tion has no tendency to show that this is not so. 

CRITIC: I was also going to point out as another example of 
incongruity that if you take a statement like 'It is an unfortunate 
fact that might sometimes prevails over right', a translation in 
terms of your thesis produces an absurdity. It becomes something 
like: 'It is my unfortunate opinion that might sometimes prevails 
over right.' 

PROPONENT: Are you surprised that a mechanical translation 
leads to an absurdity? 

CRITIC: You are saying, then, that a more correct translation is 
possible? 

PROPONENT: Definitely. We might begin by noting that the 
statement could be rendered simply as 'Might, unfortunately, 
sometimes prevails over right.' 
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CRITIC: An admission that reference to belief or opinion cannot 
be accommodated in the translation? 

PROPONENT: No. We might also give the following translation: 
'It is my belief (opinion) that, unfortunately, might sometimes 
prevails over right.' I should observe that, in general, the produc
tion of translations such as you have mentioned cannot be of any 
real consequence unless it can be shown that no normalising trans
lation is possible. 

CRITIC: May I make a confession? 
PROPONENT: Go ahead, if it is a philosophical confession. 
CRITIC: I feel an uneasiness about our treatment of relativism ... I 

have the suspicion that in the criticism of relativism, in which we 
have more or less co-operated, we may perhaps have been, both of 
us, aiming at a straw man. One effect of this uncertainty is that I am 
not sure that your own view has been shown to be really different 
from relativism. 

PROPONENT: You suspect that we have unfairly saddled the 
relativist-with absurd tenets? 

CRITIC: It occurs to me that a relativist might retort that he does 
not have to think that our belief is immune to rational criticism nor 
deny the existence of inter-personal criteria of rationality. 

PROPONENT: Then why would he call himself a relativist? 
CRITIC: Because he does not accept the objectivity of truth. The 

point is that the existence of inter-personal criteria of rational belief 
may show the objectivity of rational belief; it does not show the 
objectivity of truth, if, as you maintain, truth is logically distinct 
from rational belief. 

PROPONENT: Apropos your last clause let me explain one thing. 
Though I contend that the concept of truth is not analytically 
identical with that of rational belief, still, on my view, given that a 
belief is rationally warranted, it follows logically that it is true. 

CRITIC: Nevertheless, you are bound to deny that given that a 
belief is true, it follows logically that it is rationally warranted, 
otherwise truth and rational belief would not be logically separable. 
Here, incidentally, is a respect in which your dep3.rture from 
Dewey creates difficulties for you. Dewey can claim that truth is 
objective on his view because rational belief is objective, and truth 
is identical with rational belief. This line of argument is not open to 
you, though you sometimes - especially, when trying to secure 
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objectivity- talk as if your view were the same as Dewey's. Your 
view simply identifies truth with belief, and this is what makes it, 
unlike Dewey's, relativistic and subjectivistic. 

PROPONENT: You seem to ignore one of my premises. I hold 
that normal belief is rational belief. To recognise that a proposition 
is not rationally warranted and yet to claim it to be true, that is, to 
commit oneself to it, is, as I have said elsewhere, to manifest an 
abnormality of the mind. 45 No one who espouses this view of belief 
can consistently admit that a proposition is not rationally war
ranted and yet commit himself to it by calling it true. From this 
point of view, then, one can say that a belief is true if and only if it is 
rationally warranted. 

CRITIC: So that in your view too there is an equivalence between 
truth and rational belief? 

PROPONENT: Yes, but the point is that the equivalence is a 
relative one; it is relative to the conception of belief mentioned. 

CRITIC: If I understand you right, your argument is that the 
conception of belief in question does not follow logically from your 
view of truth as opinion. Thus a person may conceivably combine 
this formal theory of truth with a conception of belief according to 
which in some cases, such as in the phenomenon of religious faith, 
belief need not be based on a rational warrant. For such a person 
the equivalence will not hold. 

PROPONENT: Exactly. The irrationalist who says things like 'Pis 
true but it is not rationally warranted' is not contradicting himself. 
He is wrong; more tragically, he is something of a mental cas_e, but 
he is not necessarily misusing the concept of truth. 

CRITIC: May I take it, then, that your position is that your 
conception of truth might be said to be relatively objective, rela
tive, that is, to your conception of belief? And, presumably, you 
would distinguish between your view and relativism by describing 
the latter as absolutely subjective. 

PROPONENT: As regards my view, it is not quite accurate to put 
the matter in this way. I would say that my view is objective, pure 
and simple. There are two points to note in this connection. First, 
the question of the objectivity of truth is, strictly, a question about 
the nature of belief, not about the formal definition of truth. It is a 
judgment of truth or falsity that is either objective or subjective, 

45 See pp. n7-r8, pp. 179-80. 
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not the concept itself of truth. 46 Second, relativism itself is a theory 
of belief and communication, not a formal theory of truth. In fact, 
relativism is compatible with any formal theory of truth. Take the 
theory that truth is correspondence with reality. Suppose this is so, 
still the relativist can say: 'But whether any given proposition 
corresponds with reality is a matter of individual belief not decid
able on inter-personal criteria.' (If he is a 'cultural' relativist, he 
would, of course, say it is a matter, of cultural-group belief not 
decidable on cross-cultural criteria. The objection against both 
forms of relativism is essentially the same.) 

CRITIC: But you are repeating the claim that the relativist is 
committed to denying the existence of inter-personal criteria of 
rational belief, which is in dispute. 

PROPONENT: If belief is what relativism is about, there is 
nothing else for it to be committed to. A relativist who believes in 
the existence of inter-personal criteria of rationality among the 
human species, who grants that disagreements are, in principle, 
resolvable by rational argument, is a relativist only in name. Histor
ically, that is the opposite of what the relativist has maintained. 

CRITIC: ·well, I have found this conversation on truth interest
ing. I am afraid I cannot say that you have persuaded me, but you 
are going to keep me thinking. 

PROPONENT: Fair enough. The question 'What is truth?' lOoks 
simple, but it is now obvious that its answer, even when given in 
one word: 'opinion', is by no means simple. In such matters there is 
no excuse for dogmatism, and I too will continue to reflect on 
them. Goodbye and thank you. 

46 Explanations of the objective/subjective distinction are to be found on pp. 
56-8, and pp. 121-2. 

' 




