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Why Would a Deflationist Be a Dialetheist?


Recent arguments have charged that deflationary accounts of truth invariably lead to the formulation of the liar’s paradox (the liar).  Even prominent deflationists, such a Paul Horwich, admit that deflationists have not yet proffered a satisfactory solution to the liar.  However, Horwich offers hope that one may dissolve the liar by “…rejecting certain instances of the equivalence schema….”
 Yet, the centrality of the equivalence schema (E) to the deflationist thesis seems to make this solution ad hoc, for it effectively resolves the liar by rejecting just those instances of E that result in the formulation of the liar.  However, one ought not disallow some instances of E merely because, if she does not, paradox results.  Rather, one must provide reasons that are independent of the formulation of the paradox for rejecting said instances.  

In a set of recent articles, 
 JC Beall and Bradley Armour-Garb argue that, because the liar follows from deflationism, anyone who espouses deflationism should be a dialetheist.  Beall and Armour-Garb claim that the problem is not that deflationists have failed to offer a suitable resolution to the liar, rather it is that they cannot.  Moreover, since the liar inevitably follows from deflationary theories, anyone wishing to espouse deflationism will either have to embrace dialetheism, or forfeit her rationality.  However, some would argue that the dialetheist’s response to the liar is just as ad hoc as Horwich’s.  Dialetheists claim that some contradictions are true – namely, those resulting from paradoxical statements.  Yet, to claim that only paradoxical statements arrive at true contradictions is a means of resolving the liar merely by stipulation.  Furthermore, dialetheism and its implications are not attractive to many philosophers.  Since contradictions lead to explosions in traditional logic, the dialetheist is forced to accept a paraconsistent system of logic in order to avoid triviality.  However, paraconsistent logics deny some of the accepted forms of inference and laws in traditional logic – most blatantly, the law of non-contradiction.  Even though dialetheists point to the dearth of arguments in support of the law of non-contradiction as a reason for thinking it flawed, few are willing to discard it in favor of the solutions that dialetheism seems to provide.


It is my contention that a deflationist ought not be a dialetheist.  This is because a strict interpretation of deflationism does not allow the liar to form.  Furthermore, if this interpretation of deflationism is correct, then the deflationist possesses a means to avoid the liar.  Namely, the deflationist is able to employ a form of the meaningless strategy, which says of the liar that it is a meaningless sentence – e.g. that it has no truth-value.  Because the deflationist is in a position to deny that the liar has a truth-value, it seems that any deflationist who also wants to espouse dialetheism will need to appeal to reasons other than the advent of the liar for doing so.

1. Deflationism, Redundancy, and Meaninglessness 


A deflationist theory of truth claims that the functions of the truth-predicate can be captured entirely by the equivalence schema:


(E) p is true iff p

Given this, there are only two legitimate uses for the truth-predicate:


(i) generalizing to the truth of the members of some set of statements

(ii) asserting some statement that is outside of one’s epistemic purview

Neither of these actions would be feasible, if employment of the truth-predicate were entirely disallowed.  For instance, while it may be nearly (if not totally) impossible to affirm every statement that Bob has ever claimed one-at-a-time, one can easily accomplish the task by stating:


(1) everything that Bob says is true,

which is a example of (i).  Furthermore, there are times when one does not know or remember some statement, but she wants to assert it.  In this case, one can legitimately employ (ii), and state that:


(2) what Jay said is true.

Other than (i) and (ii), all other employments of the truth-predicate result in either redundant or meaningless sentences.  

A redundant use of the truth-predicate occurs when the truth-predicate is applied to a meaningful sentence.  For example, ‘the cat is black is true’ is a redundant use of the truth-predicate, because it claims no more than ‘the cat is black.’
  While redundant sentences are not problematic, meaningless sentences are.  Fortunately, deflationism provides a means by which one can determine which sentences are meaningless.  For if E is read to claim that the truth-predicate can only be applied to linguistic structures that contain propositional content, then deflationary theories limit that which the truth-predicate can legitimately append.
  

It is perfectly acceptable to append ‘is true’ to statements such as ‘the boy is laughing.’  Yet, one would be in violation of the deflationary thesis by claiming sentences such as ‘the strawberry is true.’  This is because ‘the strawberry’ is not a statement – it is a term.  Even though deflationism does not allow one to append ‘is true’ to most terms, some are acceptable.  Any term that refers either to a statement or to a set of statements can have ‘is true’ applied to it.  It is in this manner that we are able to employ the truth-predicate in ways such as (i) and (ii).  However, this is not an ad hoc restriction, for there is a clear and intuitive distinction between what is an acceptable term and what is not.


This interpretation of deflationism allows that only linguistic forms that possess propositional content can have the truth-predicate applied to them.  Thus, if a term refers to a statement, then that term has propositional content in virtue of the statement to which it refers.  Therefore, if ‘what Jay said’ (which is a term) = ‘Joyce’s foot hurts,’ then the following will result from (2):


(3) Joyce’s foot hurts is true.

Furthermore, from an application of E:


(4) Joyce’s foot hurts is true iff Joyce’s foot hurts.

Thus:


(5) Joyce’s foot hurts.

In this manner, terms with referents that have propositional content are permissible structures to which the truth-predicate can be appended.  Thus, a fundamental upshot of deflationism is that we know exactly in what situations the truth-predicate is appropriately used.  

As I will argue in the next section, the sentential liar cannot manifest under this interpretation of deflationism.  This is because under this interpretation, the sentential version of the liar is rendered meaningless.  In section 3, I will then consider whether the liar can persist when legitimately employing the truth-predicate to generalize.  

2. A Deflationary Dissolution of the Sentential Liar 


The simplest way of stating the liar is as follows:


(6) This sentence is false.

The paradox arrived at seems to occur because of the self-referential nature of the sentence – ‘this sentence’ refers to (6).  As a result, if (6) is true, then (6) is false (–(6) is true).  Thus, (6) is both true and false, and the paradox ensues.  The paradox arises not because self-referential statements are inherently problematic, but rather because of a confusion over to what ‘this sentence’ can refer.


As we have seen, a strict interpretation of deflationism allows the truth-predicate to be used for only generalizations, and assertions when an agent lacks epistemic access to a claim.  Clearly, (6) is an example of neither.  It makes no generalization, and the assenting agent (if one can assent to (6)) has direct knowledge of what it being said.  Thus, (6) is either redundant or meaningless.  Once the strictures of the deflationary thesis are granted, both the fact that the liar is meaningless, and the confusion inherent in it become apparent.  

Consider the fact that (6) is logically equivalent to:


(7) It is not the case that this sentence is true.

In order for (7) to be a meaningful, 


(8) This sentence is true

must also be meaningful.  Yet, if the truth-predicate can only be applied to linguistic entities that already have propositional content, then it is obvious that it is illegitimately applied in this case.  For, if (8) is a sentence in which the truth-predicate is appropriately used, then it can have E applied to it, resulting in:


(9) this sentence is true iff this sentence.

But from (8) and (9), we can derive:


(10) this sentence.

Yet, (10) does not have any propositional content, since it makes no claim.  Rather, (10) is a term that apparently refers to a sentence, but has no referent – without the truth-predicate, there is no sentence in which it appears.  From this application of E we can see that (8) is a grammatical structure in which the truth-predicate is illegitimately applied.
  Furthermore, given that (8) is meaningless, negating it – which would result in the liar – will not secure meaning. Thus, under this interpretation of deflationism, the simple version of the liar does not form.


Beall
 calls strategies of this nature ‘eliminative,’ because once the truth-predicate is removed (eliminated) from meaningless sentences, they are shown to lack propositional content.  On the other hand, meaningful sentences that have all iterations of the truth-predicate removed will maintain their meaning.  However, one may respond to this strategy by arguing that the inference from (8) to (10) cannot be made, because ‘this sentence’ in (9) refers to (8).  Thus, when E is applied to (8) the following sentence results:


(9`) this sentence is true iff (8).

Yet, this is equivalent to:


(9``) this sentence is true iff this sentence is true.


Furthermore, if (9``) is what actually follows from (8), then the truth-predicate is not eliminable from (8).  Therefore, the meaningless strategy fails, and the liar follows from deflationism.  However, (9``) is not an instance of E.  For any instance of E will have one component with one less iteration of the truth-predicate than the other component.  Yet, in (9``) each component has exactly one iteration of the truth-predicate.  Thus, the derivation of either (10) or (9``) from (8) shows that the liar is founded on a term that lacks propositional content.  

Before continuing, there is another version of the sentential liar that does not appeal to direct self-reference in its formulation.  If the following sentences are asserted, then the liar seems to revive:


A says, (11) What B says is true.


B says, (12) What A says is false.

Both (11) and (12) seem to be instances of (ii).  If they are, then it is plausible that the assertion of (11) and (12) causes the liar to form.  For, if (11) is true, then so is (12).  Yet, if (12) is true, then (11) is false, and the liar obtains.  

However, a brief inspection of this version of the liar reveals that both (11) and (12) are indirectly referring to themselves.  Furthermore, neither (11) nor (12) contain any propositional content.  Once the truth-predicate is stripped from these statements, they no longer form sentences.  A derivation that is similar to the one that led from (8) to either (10) or (9``) will show that neither (11), nor (12) is correctly judged to be an instance of (ii).  Both illegitimately employ the truth-predicate.  Therefore, neither the directly, nor indirectly self-referential versions of the sentential liar can be formulated under this interpretation of deflationism.

3. Does the Liar Reside within Legitimate Deflationary Generalizations?


While it was previously shown how a deflationist can address liars that formed from sentences that referred either to themselves, or to other individual sentences, one may wonder whether the liar can reemerge in legitimate, but self-referential, generalizations.  A liar formulated in this manner might be worded:


(13) Everything that I say is false.

This apparent version of the liar ostensibly employs a legitimate use of the truth predicate, so it seems to avoid the problems that plagued the directly self-referential sentential liar.  Let us assume that (13) is meaningful.  The liar in this form follows from the fact that (13) must be a member of the set of statements to which it refers, which means that (13) must be false.  But if (13) is false, then some statement in the set of things that I said must by true.  This is obvious when one looks at the symbolization of (13):


(14) (x) (Sx ( –Tx)

Furthermore, as was previously argued, since I said (14), it must be the case that –(14), or rather:


(15) –(x) (Sx ( –Tx)

This is because (14) asserts that the negation of whatever I say must be the case.  However, if this is sound reasoning, then we run into a reductio ad absurdum, for (15) is logically equivalent to:


(16) ((x) (Sx & Tx)

which claims that I have at some point uttered a true sentence.  But (14) and (16) are contradictory, so from (14) alone, we see that (14) must be false, which means that (16) is true.
  Furthermore, since (16) is true and does not imply (14), it cannot be the case that everything that I say is false.  Therefore, (14) is not paradoxical; it is unequivocally false.


Yet, one may reply by saying that, while (16) is deduced from (14), it is in virtue of (14) being true that (16) is true.  In other words, one may claim that the liar persists because when (14) is false, (16) is true, and that (14) is the only sentence to which (16) can refer.  Even though (16) gives no indication as to what it refers, one may construct an example in which it must be the case that (16) refers to (14).


Let us say that Bill understands and can communicate in English just as fluently as any native speaker of English, but that he has never spoken.  At the end of his life, Bill decides to speak to his family, and makes the following three claims: “snow is black,” “cats can fly,” and “everything that I say is false.”  Unfortunately, before his family can ask him what he means, Bill promptly dies.  


In this case, it is clear that the first two statements are false.  Yet, what is the truth-value of the last statement?  It seems that the liar reemerges.  It is still the case that (14) is claimed and that (16) follows from it.  Yet, the only possible candidate for making (16) true is (14).  Every other member of the set of thing that Bill said is indeed false, so only (14) may satisfy the conditions to make (16) true.  In this manner, (14) is truly a liars paradox, for (14) is only paradoxical when a person who has told only lies claims it. 


However, before we concede to this example, let us consider a simplification of it.  Clearly, the only impact that Bill’s first two claims had is reconstructing the liar was to make it the case that only (14) could satisfy (16).  Because of this, we can reconstrue the example in the following manner: Bill does not say three comments, but rather makes only the following claim: “everything that I say is false.”  In this case, the set of statements to which (14) refers is a set that is constituted by (14) alone.  Thus, while (16) may refer to any potential member of the set, as of yet the only actualized member is (14); this means that when we derive (16) from (14), (14) is the only statement to which (16) can refer.  Therefore, if (14) is the case, then (14) is false and (16) is true.  Yet, since (16) is true and says that (14) is true, then (14) must also be true.  Hence, (14) is both true and false, and the liar is revived.  


One may wish to respond that these cases are absurd ​– that a rational agent would never make such claims.  Yet, this is not an adequate answer, for it does not say that the paradox is an illegitimate formulation, but rather claims only that a rational agent ought not assert the liar.  If we wish to solve or dissolve the paradox, we must not claim it to be merely a conversational faux pas.  Rather we must show how the liar is in violation of some grammatical or logical tenet. 


However strong the last example is in showing that the liar might persist, it does not suffice in showing that the liar does persist.  There is still a problem with construing the liar in this manner – namely, that (14) cannot be a constituent of the set to which it refers.  As we saw before, the only legitimate instances in which the truth-predicate can be used to generalize are instances in which the set of things being generalized to is constituted only by statements.  In other words, this version of the liar fails because (14) prima facie refers to a set of statements that includes itself, when in fact it does not.


To see this, we need to look more carefully at (14) and the set to which it refers.  In this case, it is the set of entities that is apparently populated entirely by (14).  Yet, in order for (14) to refer to a set that contains itself (whether alone or not), (14) needs to be the sort of thing that can inhabit said set.  In other words, (14) needs to be a statement.  But it is not clear that (14) is a statement, and to show this, one need only appeal to the same type of attack that was brought to bear against the sentential liar.


Remember that (14) is the symbolization of:


(13) Everything that I say is false.

Which is logically equivalent to:


(17) It is not the case that something that I say is true.

Yet, similarly to the simple liar, in order for (17) to be meaningful, then:


(18) Something that I say is true

must be an instance of an appropriate employment of the truth-predicate, which it does not seem to be.  If it were, then we ought to be able to apply E in the following manner:


(19) Something that I say is true iff something that I say.

And thus conclude:


(20) Something that I say.

This is not inherently problematic, but it needs to be shown when it is appropriate and when it is not.  According to the strictures of deflationism, a sentence such as (18) is meaningful only if ‘something that I say’ has propositional content in virtue of its referent.  Therefore, if ‘something that I say’ = ‘the car is black,’ then the following results from (18): 


(21) The car is black is true.

E can now be applied:


(22) The car is black is true iff the car is black.

Therefore:


(23) The car is black.


Thus, when (20) refers to a linguistic entity with propositional content, then there is no violation of the deflationary thesis.  Yet, what if (20) refers to (18)?  Although it seems like an appropriate use, it is not, for (18) has no propositional content.  This is in virtue of the fact that (20) must refer to a statement, and (as was argued earlier) the truth-predicate cannot be used to formulate a statement.   The truth-predicate cannot bestow propositional content onto a sentence that previously had none.  There must be some statement referred to which has propositional content, and since (18) has none, (20) cannot refer to (18).  Since (13), in this case, is not a statement, it cannot be a member of the set of statements to which it refers – it cannot deny itself.  In this manner, the liar cannot be formulated.


It needs to be stressed that this resolution to the generalized liar does not undermine the legitimacy of deflationary generalizations.  Legitimate instances of (i) are equivalent to the conjunction of the statements within the set to which the generalization refers.  This argument shows merely that the generalization itself is not a statement, and thus is not a constituent of the conjunction – it is not one of the conjuncts.

4. Final Considerations

There is one last concern about the meaningless strategy.  Namely, that meaninglessness “…(and paradoxicality) can arise as a matter of happenstance.”
  Armour-Garb says that the following sentence:


(24) Some sentence written on this page is not true.

“…is certainly meaningful…,” and asks his readers to consider the following scenario.

“…suppose that someone began erasing sentences from this page and that she continued to do so until (24) was the only sentence that remained.  At that point, (24) would be paradoxical….  But if (24) was correctly judged to be meaningful before the erasing began, it is hard to see how an act of erasing the other sentences could render it meaningless….”
   

Armour-Garb is absolutely right that (24) is meaningful in this context.  However, one cannot claim that a sentence is meaningful within all contexts, merely because it is meaningful within one.  (24) is meaningful in virtue of the fact that at least one member of the set of statements on this page has propositional content.  Thus, (24) is meaningful only so long as there is at least one sentence that possesses propositional content on this page.  The status of (24) is akin to the status of (18).  (24) is meaningful only if ‘some sentence on this page’ has a referent with propositional content.  Every erasure in Armour-Garb’s scenario changes the context surrounding (24) by removing a possible referent.  The erasure of the last independently meaningful sentence renders (24) meaningless.  Thus, since the status of a sentence’s meaning is not always independent of the sentence’s context, the meaningless strategy is left unscathed.  

It is worth noting that while any theory of truth that embraces E may be able to employ some form of the meaningless strategy, the meaningless strategy is of special relevance to deflationism.  Since deflationism says of truth that its only purpose lies within generalizations and reaffirmations of unknown claims, all other uses of the truth predicate are either redundant or meaningless.  Thus, any legitimate, non-redundant use of the truth-predicate beyond generalization and reaffirmation will surely be a bane toward deflationary theories, for these other uses would inflate the concept of truth.  If the truth-predicate can indeed form meaningful sentences when appended to linguistic structures that lack propositional content – i.e. if the liar is meaningful –, then generalizations and reaffirmations cannot account for the entirety of the use of the truth-predicate.  While this inflation may seem insignificant, it goes against the spirit of deflationary accounts and is surely unpalatable to proponents of them.

As we have seen, under a strict interpretation of deflationism, the liar cannot be formulated.  This is because a strict adherence to E allows (i) and (ii) to account for only legitimate, non-redundant uses of the truth-predicate.  Because of this, the claim that a deflationist ought to be a dialetheist is rendered moot.  The argument in favor of this claim rested upon deflationary theories necessarily leading to the formulation of the liar.  So, if the liar cannot be created, then the argument for dialetheism from deflationism collapses.  

Beall and Armour-Garb asked both, “ought the deflationist be a dialetheist?” and, “can the deflationist be a dialetheist?”  The answer to the latter seems to be affirmative – of course the deflationist could be a dialetheist.  However, the primary reason for espousing dialetheism seems to come from the inevitability of the liar.  Furthermore, since the liar cannot be formulated under this interpretation of deflationism, the former question really boils down to “why would a deflationist be a dialetheist?” 
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� As Lon Berk (2003) points out, there are certain ‘linguistic implications’ that the first sentence has and the second lacks.  However, for the deflationist, these implications add nothing to the propositional content of the claim.  That the cat is black is still the only information that is conveyed when asserting ‘the cat is black is true.’


� In this manner, this paper will follow a strict interpretation of deflationism.  Any linguistic entity that does not already possess propositional content will not gain meaning in virtue of having the truth-predicate appended to it.


� In this manner, ‘this sentence is false’ is just as nonsensical as ‘the strawberry is true.’  


� Beall, 2001


� Assuming that (11) & (12) refer to each other.


� Sx = ‘I said x’    


  Tx = ‘x is true’


� This derivation is valid only if (15) follows from (14).  


� Armour-Garb, 2001, pp. 284
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