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			I

			Rejecting Correspondence and All Non-Epistemic Conceptions of Truth

		

		
			I have been presenting the realist conception of truth as if it were an important, exciting, and controversial philosophical position. But, you may suppose, it is nothing but a miserable truism that no one in his right mind would deny. What could be more obvious than that it is true that there are books in my study if and only if there are books in my study? What’s all the fuss about? Well, it does seem to me an obvious truism that this is the way to think about the truth. But nonetheless it has been frequently and enthusiastically denied, especially in recent times.

			—William Alston, A Realist Conception of Truth

			Putnam’s thesis is incredible. We are in the presence of a paradox, as surely as when we meet the man who offers us a proof that there are no people, and in particular that he himself does not exist. It is out of the question to follow the argument where it leads. We know in advance that there is something wrong, and the challenge is to find out where. If the paradox monger is good at his work, we stand to learn something; and indeed, I think Putnam’s paradox affords an important lesson.

			—David Lewis, Putnam’s Paradox

			1. Introduction: Perfect Knowledge, 
Imperfect Knowledge, and Truth

			Rudolf Carnap gave us two concepts of knowledge. The first he called perfect knowledge and defined it in terms of un-revisably true beliefs about the world. The second he called imperfect knowledge and characterized it as revisable beliefs robustly confirmed or confirmable under the method(s) of the natural sciences. He also asserted that, because human knowledge about this world is only a matter of one’s having a very high probability of truth, there is no perfect knowledge. So the concept of perfect knowledge is vacuous. There is only imperfect knowledge about this world. Moreover, for Carnap, we cannot assume that when one has imperfect knowledge one has actually attained truth, at least as we commonly conceive of it alethically, non-epistemically, or in terms of correspondence. At best, we can only suppose that, on the evidence available, one has attained merely a high probability of truth, and beliefs that are highly probable are sometimes false. In short, for Carnap, as we ordinarily understand it, truth is not a necessary condition for knowledge about this world. Rather it is something to which knowledge aspires, but never certifiably reaches.1

			But some philosophers urge that Carnap’s conception of imperfect knowledge is an imperfect conception of knowledge. They think Carnap’s “imperfect knowledge” amounts to no knowledge at all, when in fact we know much about the world. Robustly confirmed belief without truth as a necessary condition, they say, is not knowledge at all because real knowledge obviously requires truth commonly understood in terms of beliefs and assertions that succeed in telling us exactly how the world is quite independently of how we or anybody else might like it to be. Otherwise, human knowledge could not tell us anything in particular about this world rather than about the way we regard it at our epistemological best, that is to say, when our beliefs about it are highly probable, revisable, and therefore not necessarily true.

			And yet, inspired by Carnap and other fallibilists, we can find persuasive reasons to abandon our common conception of truth and settle instead for some suitably characterized epistemic conception explicated in terms of robust confirmability or fully warranted assertibility. For instance, we have good inductive evidence that truth, understood alethically or in terms of correspondence, is never demonstrably shown to be a property in any particular claim about a world where our highest epistemological aspirations can only be to attaining evidence rendering our beliefs very likely to be true on all available evidence. Again, as we shall see, from the fact that one’s belief is highly likely to be true on all available and accessible evidence, it never follows that one’s belief is true. In such a world, if truth is a necessary condition for knowledge, how could we ever show that the truth condition has been satisfied, rather than quite probably satisfied, in any particular belief or assertion? Failing that, how could we establish that anybody knew anything at all? Moreover, if the most we can attain is merely the high probability of truth, the fact that many past empirical beliefs judged very likely to be true turned out subsequently not true at all seems reasonably solid inductive evidence that scientific realism is false and instrumentalism true, because at no time could we be sufficiently assured that any particular highly confirmed theoretical belief would not go the way of phlogiston or Ptolemy’s geocentric hypothesis. In short, classical realists and nonskeptics need to attain something stronger than the high probability of truth when, according to Carnap and all other advocates of imperfect knowledge, there is nothing stronger available to us. Consequently, for these reasons we seem to have the unenviable choice between keeping the correspondence or non-epistemic theory of truth or abandoning it for an epistemic theory with the disturbing implication that, however we choose, blinding skepticism is our dark destiny. Nor are we apparently able to avoid making the choice once we eliminate deflationary or elimination (redundancy) theories of truth in favor of more substantive or robust theories. Or so it appears.

			Like many others, incidentally, Carnap construed human empirical knowledge in terms of beliefs allowing us to satisfy our cognitive goal of predicting precisely our future sensory experience in the interest of attaining control over it.2 But, again, epistemologists from Plato onward continue to argue that truth, construed alethically, disquotationally, or in terms of correspondence, is noncontroversially a necessary condition for knowledge, and any attempt to abandon it, even in the name of a rich instrumentalism, is a downward path to skepticism with regard to knowledge of the observable mind-independent world. For Carnap and other fallibilists, however, natural science and common sense, in their inherent inability to demonstrate the actual attainment of ordinary truth in any particular belief or assertion (however well confirmed at any time), need not really tell us anything about the world in any particular assertion we may care to designate as true. For fallibilists such as Carnap, natural science, in all its splendor, is best construed merely as a set of fantastically useful beliefs whose instrumental power is somehow both logically and mysteriously detachable from the alleged truth of any of their asserted content.

			With this admittedly brief background to the perplexities of adopting, and failing to adopt, a generally Carnapian or fallibilist perspective on human knowledge, this book will endeavor to defend the general Carnapian or fallibilist position by arguing for an epistemic theory of truth and confronting the wide array of objections (both usual and unusual) to epistemic theories of truth in any guise. To this end, three distinct but closely related theses will come into play in the following pages.

			The first thesis, urged in part I, is that our common, or alethic, and radically non-epistemic, conception of truth provides us with a concept of truth that is defective beyond any possible redemption for being demonstrably vacuous. In arguing as much, we may regard, for the sake of simplicity, any characterization or explication of truth as an instance of our common or alethic conception of truth if it endorses the view that a proposition, belief, sentence, or assertion is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case—in other words, “P” is true if, and only if, P. Because no correspondence theorist ever denied as much, we may extend our conception of the common, or alethic, conception of truth to embrace the classical correspondence theory as an explication of “‘P’ is true if, and only if, P.” Whatever problems correspondence theorists may have had in explicating and inflating expressions such as “corresponds to the facts,” or “represents the facts,” they have certainly all accepted the platitudinous content of Tarski’s disquotational schema (DS) and were presumably trying to explicate it in the inflationary or explicative process. So, they are at liberty to use the platitude as an explication of what any ultimately viable correspondence theory should mean by “corresponds with the facts.”3 As so construed, our common or alethic conception of truth is co-extensive with the correspondence theory of truth suitably deflated to reflect the content of Tarski’s disquotational schema (DS).

			Further, we may, if we like, choose to lump correspondence theories with the alethic and refer to both indiscriminately insofar as they reflect the platitudinous content of Tarski’s schema (DS). Similarly, as Crispin Wright has urged, we can also extend what we mean by the common, or alethic, or correspondence conception of truth to all those labels that mean to assert or imply the platitude that a statement is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case (1992, 25). This extension embraces deflationism (both classical and, as we shall see, the form offered by Horwich), minimalism, and disquotational theory. In short, call it what we may, if we have good reason to reject as vacuous any conception of truth affirming that a sentence, belief, proposition, or assertion is true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case, then in one fell swoop the same brush paints the vacuity of correspondence, alethic, deflationary, minimalist, and disquotational theories because they all endorse the same core platitude that it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of “P” that P.

			At any rate, our common conception of truth, reflected in the above platitude and variously adopted by correspondence, representational, disquotational, alethic, minimalist, and most deflationist theories, will be seen to be vacuous and, hence, defective. Given it, we cannot, for various reasons, determine reliably which sentences or assertions about the observable world are true, rather than very likely to be true. By implication, if truth, so alethically or disquotationally construed, were a necessary condition for human knowledge about this world, it would not be a condition demonstrably satisfiable in any particular assertion; so insisting upon it as a condition of knowledge would minimally guarantee a debilitating skepticism. Truth so construed would not be demonstrably attainable for any particular claim about the observable world even though, paradoxically enough, we know that somebody knows something in particular about this world. As we shall see, this general point is at the center of the main argument of part I challenging our common, alethic, or non-epistemic conception of truth as a conception of truth minimally adequate for any nonskeptical epistemology. This same general thesis has been argued in the past by other philosophers in different ways but, as we shall see, with the plausible exception of Brand Blanchard and P. F. Strawson, not convincingly.

			In part I, I shall also argue in passing that ‘true’ construed in non-epistemic terms is demonstrably meaningless although, to be sure, we ascribe to it the ordinary familiar meaning we do without realizing that, in so doing, we violate a fundamentally necessary condition for meaningful discourse. This condition roots deeply in the intuitions of ordinary and scientific discourse, and it affirms that if we have no way of reliably determining which items fall within the extensional domain of a term or phrase, assuming that some objects in the neighborhood do, then that term or phrase has no discernible meaning. That term or phrase is more properly described as meaningless because nobody understands what it means even though we may feel perfectly comfortable and familiar in giving it a meaning we find congenial in some way. Although predictably contentious, the claim that ‘true’ construed in non-epistemic terms is meaningless, does not, however, have any undermining effect on the main argument offered in this part I because, as we shall see, the soundness of that argument will not require that vacuous concepts are meaningless.

			The second thesis, which appears early in part II, is that, assuming what we shall later argue in part II, namely, that eliminativist or redundancy and deflationary accounts of truth are indefensible, the soundness of our main argument in part I shows that only a suitably characterized epistemic conception of truth can succeed in any viable nonskeptical epistemology. This is because ultimately, as we will also see when the dust settles, there are only two distinct substantive conceptions of truth—our common, or non-epistemic, concept and its denial in an epistemic concept. The former insists, while the latter denies, that it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of a proposition or belief that what the proposition or belief asserts to be the case is the case. The main argument in part I associated with the first thesis endeavors to show the failure of alethic or non-epistemic conceptions of truth for any nonskeptical theory of knowledge and, given thereafter that we have only one other viable conception in some suitably characterized epistemic conception, the defense of epistemic theory is largely a function of then diffusing the many actual and potential objections to epistemic theory along with demonstrating its more positive features.

			The third thesis, emerging in part III, is that global skepticism is not a defensible option to adopting an epistemic conception of truth in the presence of the failure of our ordinary non-epistemic concept of truth to provide either for a minimally adequate conception of truth in general or for a nonskeptical epistemology. Here the general drift will be to show, after discussing various kinds of skepticisms, that the first premise of the canonical argument for global skepticism, namely, the Argument from Ignorance (AI), is not demonstrably true in either the epistemic or non-epistemic sense of ‘true.’ This will eliminate the need for anything like a contextualist response to skepticism, a response, as we shall also see, that is defective for other reasons.

			Doubtless, our common conception of truth, or what we commonly say ‘true’ means, is reflected transparently, trivially, and noncontroversially in the alethic or correspondence conception of truth captured in Tarski’s biconditionals. So, advancing here an epistemic conception of truth for various reasons is clearly not an effort at simply defining or explicating our common conception of truth. Epistemic theories certainly do not capture what we ordinarily mean, or say we mean, by ‘true’; and the mystery, as we shall see, is why anybody ever thought that they needed to. Nor is it really an attempt to either change or replace in any interesting way our common conception of truth. It is merely an effort to provide a conception of truth that both satisfies the requirements of a good theory of truth and is also consistent with the belief that sometimes we really do know something about this world. We really do know something or other about the world, but not if the truth of what we know is in any way construed non-epistemically, in terms of what we ordinarily say ‘true’ means. Without further ado, we can now turn to the main argument affirming that substantive non-epistemic theories of truth fail to satisfy minimal requirements for an adequate theory of truth and a nonskeptical epistemology.

			EF

			2. Minimal Requirements for an Adequate Theory of Truth: Non-Vacuity and Reliability Conditions

			A minimally adequate theory of truth must do more than successfully define, explicate, or characterize our common, or otherwise desired, concept of truth. Indeed, a theory of truth, consistent with there being any empirical knowledge at all, must also allow us to determine reliably, at least sometimes under some method or procedure or under some reasonably noncontroversial principle(s) of evidence, which propositions, assertions, or beliefs are true under the definition, explication, or characterization of truth proposed in the theory. More succinctly, any minimally adequate theory of truth should provide a non-vacuous explication, characterization, or definition of truth, and thereby allow us, at least sometimes, under some minimally reliable procedure, to decide or determine, justifiably which propositions (beliefs or statements) about the world are in fact true, as the theory defines or characterizes truth.

			Call this first requirement for a theory of truth the Non-vacuity Principle, or if one prefers the Principle of Non-vacuity. It roots firmly in the intuition that we cannot know what truth is, or even properly grasp the concept of truth, without knowing how to pick out reliably which sentences are true sentences in our language, if there are sentences that are true. If we could not do as much, this intuition affirms, we would have no idea of what it is that all true propositions have in common, and thereby lose not only any basis for substantively defining or characterizing the concept of truth, but also the capacity to decide reliably which propositions are true in possible doubtful cases. In short, while it may not be a universally acknowledged purpose of defining or characterizing our common or desired notion of truth that the explication or definition allow in principle for a reliable method or procedure for deciding justifiably which are the true sentences in our language, nevertheless, a theory of truth that would not permit as much is inadequate for reasons we shall see shortly.4

			As indicated above, incidentally, the Non-vacuity Principle assumes that global strong skepticism with regard to empirical knowledge is indefensible. Global strong skepticism with regard to empirical knowledge is the view that nobody is ever even justified in believing that any particular proposition about this world is true, or likely to be true; whereas global weak skepticism is the view that nobody ever knows that any proposition is true, or likely to be true.5 If we are never even justified in believing that some proposition or other is true, as we have defined ‘true,’ then we would never be able to satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle and thus could never have a rationally defensible theory of truth. Later in part 3, we will see why global strong skepticism and global weak skepticism are indefensible.

			To say, moreover, that a method or procedure for determining the truth value of propositions (or assertions or beliefs) is minimally acceptable or reliable is to say that, at least on some occasions, one either does, or can, succeed, via the use of such a method or procedure, in justifiably picking out which assertions or beliefs are in fact true under one’s proposed explication, characterization, or definition, of truth. If one’s procedure, for example, requires that we be completely justified in believing that some particular proposition is true (because the procedure requires demonstration of the strong probability that it is true) then, under that construal, the procedure will be reliable only if at least sometimes, the application of the truth-predicate based upon the procedure actually succeeds in picking out or determining which sentences are in fact true under the definition. Admittedly, this is an implausibly weak criterion of reliability. Under it, it is not necessary that the reliability of one’s decision procedure depend on its succeeding more often than not in correctly picking out those sentences that are in fact instances of the definition proposed. The point behind offering such a weak criterion of reliability will become clear shortly when we argue that any form of the non-epistemic theory of truth fails to accommodate even this very weak requirement for reliability. Call this second requirement for a minimally adequate theory of truth the Reliability Principle. Failure to satisfy this reliability principle guarantees the vacuity of one’s definition or explication of truth and, thus, would also imply failure to satisfy the Non-vacuity Principle.

			EF

			3. Justification for Non-Vacuity 
and Reliability Principles

			There are two basic reasons for insisting on both the Non-vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle as necessary conditions for a minimally acceptable theory of truth. The first is semantic and the second is pragmatic. Neither is necessary but each is sufficient. Just as Smith does not know what ‘giraffe’ means if he cannot reliably distinguish, at least sometimes, between the giraffe and the man-eating lion standing before him, Smith does not know what ‘true’ means if he cannot sometimes reliably distinguish between the true assertion and the false one before him. Our grasping or understanding the meaning of a term or expression is widely thought to imply our being able to determine, at least sometimes, which items in fact fall within the extensional domain of the term or expression as defined—assuming, of course, that the extensional domain is not empty and, in all other respects, is cognitively accessible to the subject. Surely it would be baffling if we could understand or grasp the meaning of the concept ‘cat’ or the assertion “There’s a cat,” for example, without being able to distinguish between cats and other animals clearly distinct from cats and thereby pick out reliably which objects fall in the extensional domain of the term or assertion. That is why, no matter what Smith says, we would not grant, as a matter of either ordinary or scientific usage, that he knows or grasps what “giraffe” and “lion” means if he cannot sometime reliably distinguish between the two when they are directly before him under normal conditions of perception.

			Second, and more important, imagine a world in which Smith claims to know what “true” means and that there are true sentences, but he cannot ever determine reliably which sentences, beliefs, or statements are in fact true in the way he characterizes or defines ‘true.’ Apart from the question of whether Smith knows or grasps what ‘true’ means in such a situation, what good would it do, and what importance could truth have, if our definition, explication, or characterization of truth never allowed us to say reliably, under some theory of evidence, which inscriptions, utterances, assertions, propositions, or beliefs are in fact true under that definition? In such a world how could anyone even sustain the assumption that there are indeed true sentences awareness of what they share inspires in the proposed definition or explication? Assuming that there are true sentences in the sense Smith defines >true= should not a minimally adequate theory of truth, in contradistinction to a minimally adequate definition, characterization, or explication of the concept of truth, serve the end of allowing us under some method or procedure to pick out, at least occasionally, which beliefs, propositions, or statements in our language are in fact true under the definition of truth provided in the theory? It would seem so. After all, what’s the point of knowing what ‘true’ means if that knowledge does not allow us, under any principles of evidence, to determine at least sometime which assertions or beliefs are true in our language?

			Further, if, as so many epistemologists assert, the attainment of truth and the avoidance of falsity is at least one of our primary cognitive goals without which there could be no knowledge, how would we ever know, or even be justified in believing, we had attained our goal if we could not sometimes reliably determine which propositions or beliefs are true under our definition of truth? It seems as if we could not. But we will return to this point later.

			Equally interesting, if our preferred definition or explication of truth prevented the possibility of such determination, could that be a good theory of truth in which it is embedded? Knowing how to distinguish in the wild between man-eating lions and harmless giraffes is arguably of inestimable value when one finds oneself in the presence of what could be either. Assuming that one or the other is present, imagine Smith professing to know what it means to say that something is a man-eating lion or a harmless giraffe, but at the same time acknowledging that he cannot with any confidence ever say whether any object before him is in fact a man-eating lion rather than a giraffe. Again, we have a primal intuitive belief that if Smith really knows what “man-eating lion” and “harmless giraffe” mean, he would know how to distinguish between the two and to pick out, at least occasionally, one from the other when confronted with both or either, assuming optimal conditions of perception. So also for truth: if we really knew what ‘true’ means, we should be able, under some theory of evidence, to determine reliably the assertions, beliefs, or propositions that are true under our definition or explication of truth, assuming, again, that there are indeed some sentences that are true in the way defined. In short, a nonskeptical theory of empirical and scientific knowledge requires uncompromising allegiance to both the Non-vacuity Principle and the Reliability Principle.6 Before proceeding to our main argument for rejecting our common, or non-epistemic, conception of truth as a necessary condition for knowledge, however, it will also be necessary to say something briefly about what all correspondence, alethic, or non-epistemic theories of truth in general assume or assert.

			EF

			4. The Core of Correspondence, Alethic, 
and Other Non-Epistemic Theories of truth

			In any of its usual forms, the correspondence or alethic theory of truth traditionally asserts essentially that there are some descriptive statements, assertions, propositions, beliefs, or inscriptions that succeed in correctly describing, representing, and hence corresponding to what they explicitly or implicitly assert to be the case in the world. Such statements are true by way of what we commonly understand ‘true’ to mean, because what they assert to be the case is the case. What makes such statements true, when they are true, then, is the fact that what the statements assert to be the case is the case, and hence they ‘correspond,’ so to speak, to the facts that make them true. Facts, although expressed in language, are fundamentally nonlinguistic states of affairs, logically and causally independent of the statements purporting to describe them, and in some inscrutable way adequately represented as such in true statements.7 In short, for both correspondence and alethic conceptions of truth, as well as for every non-epistemic conception of truth in general (and this extends to every minimalist, disquotational, and deflationary account of truth, with the exception of redundancy or eliminationist conceptions), it is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of a statement, sentence, proposition, or belief that what the statement asserts to be the case is the case. What could be more obvious, trivial, and irrefutable as an explication of our common concept of truth?8

			When asked what ‘true’ means we often revisit Aristotle’s famous dictum:

			To say that (either) that which is, is not, or that which is not, is, is a falsehood; and to say that that which is, is, and that which is not, is not, is true. (Metaphysics 1011 B26)9

			In seeking to capture semantically the core of Aristotle’s dictum, which Alfred Tarski thought reflected our common conception of truth in terms of correspondence, Tarski offered us the T-schema:

			S is true if and only if P

			where for S we specify some statement in quotations, such as “Some dogs bark” and for P we reiterate the same statement without quotes to get the substitution instance of the formula in 

			“Some dogs bark” is true if and only if some dogs bark.

			This explication of truth has come to be called the ‘disquotation’ formula or schema (DS) simply because the statement on the left side of the formula reappears in the formula on the right side without quotes. And all instances of the disquotation formula are what have come to be called ‘T-sentences’ or ‘T-biconditionals.’

			All non-epistemic theorists, whether correspondence, alethic, or disquotational, assert that any proposed definition or explication of the concept of truth will be materially adequate only if it captures (or fixes) the basic intuition expressed in Aristotle’s dictum to the effect that a statement will be true if and only if what it asserts to be the case is the case. This intuition in turn reflects noncontroversially our common conception of truth, also captured in the T-schema and disquotation formula or schema (DS). Indeed, for correspondence theorists, alethic theorists, and all other non-epistemic theorists, the concept of correspondence between language and what is described by language is adequately reflected in Aristotle’s dictum, and any minimally adequate explication of a concept of truth for natural language must reflect it,10 as does Tarski’s formula and the implied T-sentences or T-biconditionals.

			For correspondence, alethic, and all other non-epistemic theorists, moreover, there is usually no felt problem about the concept of truth because, as we saw earlier, our common concept of truth, or the meaning we typically ascribe to it, is transparently clear and nonproblematically expressed or fixed in Aristotle’s dictum and Tarski’s definition. In short, we often hear that Aristotle’s insight and Tarski’s more precise characterization of it in his semantic definition (or partial definition) is a simple platitude with which nobody can plausibly take issue—at least insofar as it seeks to capture or fix what meaning we ordinarily ascribe to “true.” Philosophers who defend alethic theories of truth, moreover, make the same claim and generally identify alethic theories as essentially preservative of Aristotle’s basic informal formula and cite T-sentences as capturing our common conception of truth. Thus, as noted earlier, whatever counts then for refuting or establishing the correspondence, disquotational, or alethic theory counts equally for refuting or establishing all non-epistemic theories, and vice versa.11 At the core, they assert the same platitude reflecting the content of Tarski’s definition. Ignoring for now a fuller discussion on Tarski’s contribution, and why Tarski thought we cannot successfully define ‘true’ for natural languages, we can note briefly some arguably noncontroversial efforts to capture the “correspondence” metaphor as a condition of adequacy for any presumptively acceptable definition or explication of truth.12

			J. L. Mackie, for example, once argued that a proper explication of the correspondence metaphor emerges directly from Aristotle’s dictum when one says simply that a proposition is true if and only if
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