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ABSTRACT

In this paper I motivate Lynch’s “alethic functionalism” by considering the “scope problem” and its relevance to truth-theoretic semantics.   Doing so reveals we must supplement Lynch’s theory in an important way, namely, by investigating and including platitudes involving reference.
1.
Consider the following three claims:

(1) 2 + 2 = 4

(2) Irma Thomas was born in 1941.

(3) Slavery is unconstitutional.

These are all true claims; of each sentence we may correctly apply the predicate ‘is true’.  However, a problem lurks.  In virtue of having what single property are all of the above claims true?  The causal/referential theory of truth apparently can handle (2) well: it is true if and only if the referent of ‘Irma Thomas’ satisfies the predicate ‘was born in 1941’.
  It is less clear with respect to (1) and (3).  Does ‘2’ refer in the same way as ‘Irma Thomas’ refers?  Numbers lack the causal efficacy required by the causal/referential theory.  On the other hand, laws and constitutions seem to lack the requisite mind-independence usually thought to accompany robust theories of truth.  While the causal/referential theory works for some, so too does a coherence theory seem to work well for some others but not all of the above claims.  Coherence with centuries of juridical decisions and current laws does seem to be what makes claims like (3) true; yet coherence with well tested and accepted beliefs has little to do with the truth of (2).  It may cohere perfectly well with all of what we take ourselves to know and yet we could discover tomorrow that Irma Thomas was born in 1940.
  
The problem pointed to by the quick discussion above, the “scope problem,” is a primary motivator against alethic monism, the view that all true sentences have one and only one property in common and that nothing without that property is true.
  It is also a primary motivator for deflationism.  Solving it may go some way towards arresting the growing allegiance to deflationism, or so I will argue.
Notice that while the scope problem is enough of a problem for theories of truth, it is also a problem for truth-theoretic semantics for each of the sentences (1) – (3) can be systematically converted into a T-sentence:

(1t)  ‘2 + 2 = 4’ is true if and only if 2 + 2 = 4.
(2t)  ‘Irma Thomas was born in 1941’ is true if and only if Irma Thomas was born in 1941.

(3t)  ‘Slavery is unconstitutional’ is true if and only if slavery is unconstitutional.

A correct truth theory for English would entail each of (1t) – (3t).  The truth predicate figuring into T-sentences is in each case the same, metalinguistic predicate, and in each case it applies to a sentence which, if used instead of mentioned, belongs to a different domain of discourse than the others.  The scope question again looms: does each token of the type ‘is true’ in (1t) – (3t) pick out the same property?  If you were persuaded by the above considerations regarding the scope problem for theories of truth, consideration of formalized truth theories ought to make the issue more pronounced.  A solution to the problem for truth theories should also be a solution to the problem for truth-theoretic semantic theories.

Lynch’s proposed solution begins by thinking about truth in a new way, a way related to functionalism.
  He asks: what is the role of true propositions, their job description?  If we can specify and constrain the job of truth enough we will get clearer on not just truth’s job but also on whether there is a property performing this job.  The virtue of approaching truth from this functionalist perspective is that functional properties are multiply realizable, more than one underlying property can realize the functional role.  Yet the explanatory burden does not stop at a specification of the role played by the object under study, in our case true propositions, it stops only once the underlying nature of the role-player is characterized, for it explains how and why the underlying property performs its requisite function.  Thus if both tasks could be accomplished we would solve the scope problem and have a robust theory of truth capable of explaining the functional role of true propositions.
What are the jobs of true propositions, what is truth’s job description?  Lynch holds that our folk theory of truth has the answers insofar as it consists in a (implicit) network of common-sense principles, or “platitudes,” demarcating the role of truth.  Among the members of this “alethic network” are the following:

(a) The proposition that p is true if and only if p.

(b) The proposition that p is false if and only if it is not the case that p.

(c) Propositions are what are true and false.

(d) Every proposition has a negation.

(e) A proposition can be justified but not true, and true but not justified.

(f) One knows that p only if it is true that p.

(g) Facts are what make propositions true.

The network is not intended to be simply a list of platitudes concerning truth.  It is conceived as a network precisely for the reason that the platitudes are interconnected, linking truth to other concepts like justification, warrant, and fact.  Important for the present essay is the utility of one such supposed connection, that between truth and meaning, which will be addressed below.


A specification of the role of truth proceeds by identifying the platitudes in the alethic network, and conjoining them.  Next one uses the Ramsey/Lewis method
 for defining theoretical terms, replacing instances of ‘true’ in the list of platitudes with a variable, prefixing an existential quantifier, and then using the resulting sentence to define ‘true’ in the following way:
(FT) x is true (df (t1 [A(t1,…,tn,O1,…,On) & x has t1]

where T terms are the names for properties with unspecified natures, in our case truth, and O terms are the terms, conceptually clearer and less problematic, used to introduce the new T terms.  We then say, writes Lynch (2001: 733), “that a property realizes the truth role for a discourse just when it is the unique realizer (or near perfect realizer…) of that role for the propositions that compose the discourse,” realizing that one’s metaphysical view will provide further constraints on what can perform such a job.
  


Last in the present characterization of alethic functionalism is the requirement that we view truth as the ‘role’ property, as a higher-order property of truth-bearers, the property of having a property that plays the truth role.  On the assumption that the above uses of ‘true’ are not equivocal, this is the natural move.

Examining this theory in the light of our scope problem, we can easily see its attractiveness.  There is one concept of truth that picks out one property, the property of having a property that plays the truth role, although this role can be played by various first-order properties.  So while each of (1) – (3) above are true, the realizing properties for each of them may very well vary.
  But this will not mean we are equivocating when we employ our notion of truth, as Lynch argues we would be if we adopted simply a pluralistic view of truth properties or concepts.

In sum, we obtain one virtue of pluralism about truth, namely, a solution to the scope problem, while at the same time avoiding its biggest problem, namely, the implication of the equivocality of our truth concept.
  
3.

In what way does alethic functionalism assist truth-theoretic semantics?  Already covered is the fact that the scope problem transfers to the target sentences of a truth theory, and alethic functionalism solves this problem.  More important than this, however, is the fact that it directly confronts challenges to the viability of inflated truth-theoretic semantics, a semantics employing commitments to substantive truth.  

For Horwich (1990: ch.3), minimalism leads us to expect nothing more out of theories of truth than that provided by instances of the T-schema.  Not only will no robust theory of truth be forthcoming, but we should not expect other areas to depend for their illumination on the concept of truth, even areas like theory of meaning.  Yet philosophers like Max Kölbel (2001) and Michael Williams (1999) argue that one can engage in truth-theoretic semantics of the Davidsonian sort without employing a robust conception of truth.  Williams, for example, argues that there are two senses of theory of meaning.  According to the first sense, a theory of meaning for a language L is an axiomatic rendering of ‘is true in L’ for a particular L; and this, he says, can be done employing the disquotational resources of Brandom (1994) or Quine (1970).  The second sense of theory of meaning is theory of interpretation, which, Williams contends, also does not require substantive truth.  

The specifics of Williams’s arguments I leave for another essay.  Enough for now is to note that many deflationists are operating beneath a false dichotomy according to Lynch (2004: 391): they hold that “either instances of [schema-T] are true in virtue of a single underlying structural property that all and only true propositions share, or there is no such property and we are deflationists.”  Deflationists often use problems like the scope problem to show why monist views must be mistaken, but draw the inference that no substantive view is correct.  Yet if alethic functionalism is a coherent view, then this inference is illicit.  And until a decisive objection to alethic functionalism is produced, it must be included as an alternative to traditional correspondence views, causal/referential views, coherence views, and the remainder.  
Alethic functionalism also assists truth-theoretic semantics by supporting its empirical adequacy.  If deflationists regard instances of schema-T as constitutive of truth and these are trivially true, and if truth-theoretic semantics does not require a commitment to substantive truth, then it appears as if truth-theoretic semantics is trivial for it uses trivial facts about truth to explicate meaning.
  Alethic functionalism renders truth-theoretic semantics anything but trivial.  

Foster, following Davidson, put the project of theory of meaning for a language L as that of giving a theory knowledge of which suffices for understanding L.
  If a theory of truth for a language L employs a substantive, functional conception of truth, then attempts to confirm such a theory by testing individual T-sentences will be assisted by the knowledge of the domain of a mentioned sentence in the left-hand side of T-sentences.  Knowledge of the domain in question arguably provides a weighted set of platitudes about what can realize the truth property for that domain.  Or, if such knowledge is not had by the interpreter, then confirmation of a T-sentence by means of isolating the realizer property, the presence of which always accompanies assent to certain sentential promptings, will shed light on the prompted sentence’s domain.   The resources to which the interpreter can appeal are much broader with a robust theory of truth providing the theoretical underpinnings, combating the second claim of Williams, above.
Lynch (2004: 396) himself admits the consistency of alethic functionalism with the view that meaning or content consists in truth conditions.  Though not the focus of the work cited here, that work contains within it the resources to motivate the connection a final way, via the platitudes.  

Presumably, some of the platitudes we discover in our folk theory of truth will be similar to the following:

(h) If ‘snow is white’ means that snow is white then ‘snow is white’ is true if and only if snow is white.

(i) If an agent a knows the meaning of a sentence s then a knows the truth conditions of s.  

(j) If an agent a knows that ‘snow is white’ is true if and only if snow is white, then a grasps the literal meaning of ‘snow is white’.

Including these platitudes in our alethic network and following the Ramsey/Lewis procedure outlined above gives us a specification of a higher-order property related not only to belief, propositions, negations, and the like, but also to meaning, promising a substantive explanation of the relation between them.  This picture so far is a first approximation.  In the next section I point out and briefly motivate a few minor changes to Lynch’s alethic functionalism, changes necessary if it is to illuminate meaning.
4.


Causal/referential theories of truth appeal to us not only because they are realist and metaphysically robust but also because they hold out the promise of a physicalistically adequate explanation.  Yet it was indicated above that the causal/referential view falls prey to the scope problem.  Even so, this should not bar us from seeking a physicalistically adequate explanation.  Clearly the project, as it now stands, fails on this score.  Included in our alethic network are platitudes involving talk of those ever elusive “propositions.”  Lynch’s (2004: 397) own solution pays notice to the fact that alethic concepts like fact, truth, and proposition are inter-definable.  Yet the functional approach lessens our misgivings about resting satisfied with a package-deal approach, Lynch argues, because the functionalist is free to understand propositions functionally, “as being whatever it is that plays the proposition-role—where that role is partly demarcated by the truism that a proposition is that which bears truth.”
  So long as whatever it is that plays such a role is physicalistically respectable—sentences, for example—then that problem is allayed.

Finally, we know that for quantificational languages with an infinitude of well-formed sentences it is impossible to define truth directly.  This is why Tarski took the detour through satisfaction, a general form of reference.  If the functionalists are to be right we must also include in our platitudes about truth certain platitudes about satisfaction.  This will give us a functionalist account of a general kind of reference as part of our package-deal network of concepts.  Are there such platitudes?  As a tentative list of platitudes about reference, let us take the following:    

(R1) Reference is a relation between words/concepts and the world.


(R2) When in a context C, I utter a referring expression x as part of a sentence S of a language L, then usually I have referred to whatever it is that is the referent of x.

(R3) When uttering a declarative sentence S in a context C, if an expression I use fails to refer then I have said something false.

We may now regard a property P as realizing the reference role when it satisfies the platitudes concerning reference.  This approach also has the virtue of not falling prey to the scope problem all over again for reference, for the particular property realizing the reference role in a given domain is fixed by the platitudes, the truth conditions for sentences in one domain and those for another domain can be given in the same metalanguage without fear of equivocation.

5.

We have seen that alethic functionalism gives us the resources to respond to the deflationist challenge in two ways.  First, we agree with Davidson (1999) that conceptual illumination is gained when connections are traced between problematic concepts and less problematic concepts, specifically between our concepts of truth and meaning.  But we go further in advocating that paying heed to these connections constrains our concept of truth, thus bolstering our confidence in the likelihood of a robust theory of the truth property and its role in discourse.  Some of the constraints will be outside of the alethic network, such as the constraint that the theory be finitely axiomatizable.  Yet the most important constraints for our final theory will be platitudes such as (a) – (g) and (R1) – (R3) above.  Accordingly, future work should first focus on identifying platitudes and investigating their interconnections.
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� I here ignore issues of tense.


� This paragraph borrows heavily from Lynch (2001).


� This problem is also called the problem of the common denominator by Sher (2004).


� Lynch (2004: 391 n. 5) attributes the first appearance of the idea that truth could be explicated in functionalists’ terms to Pettit (1996).  


� All of (a) – (g) are from Lynch (2001: 730-1).


� See Lewis (1972).


� Emphasis in original.


� I will not here take a stand on whether the realizer properties necessarily vary from discourse to discourse; see Lynch (2001, 2004).


� Lynch (2001, 2004).


� For a more complete account of the problems faced by alethic pluralism and alethic monism, though not always under those monikers, see Lynch (2004) and Wright (2001).


� Deflationary semantics is also arguably trivial along another dimension, namely that T-sentences turn out to be trivially true on their view.  Yet these are not trivial.  If ‘snow is white’ had meant something else then the T-sentence “ ‘snow is white’ is true if and only if snow is white” would be false.  We learn something when we learn the previous T-sentence.  Such objections were discussed by Horisk (2005); additional arguments can be found in Bar-On, Horisk, and Lycan (2000).  On the status of Tarski see Field (1972).


� Foster also rightly includes knowledge that the theory is a correct truth theory for L; see his (1976).


� Another interesting attempt at articulating a substantive theory of truth is Horgan and Potrč (2006), where they articulate a package-deal position combining a version of contextualism about truth, non-reductionism and robust realism.  However, their view eschews the systematic demands of truth- or model-theoretic semantics, instead preferring what they call “quasi-particularist semantic normativity” (p. 155).    


� For objections pertaining specifically to Lynch’s appropriation of the functionalist framework, see Cory Wright (2005).  For Lynch’s response see his (2005).


� See Wright (2001) and Lynch (2001) for considerations regarding the epistemic status of the platitudes.  





