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We all, I hope, care about truth. “What is truth?” has long been one of philosophers’ most cherished
questions, and many of the best philosophers of our history cared to stay for an answer. Our contempo-
raries were more impatient: the only question allowed to be asked in a sober symposium, Austin ( )
admonished us, is what truths are. But once the question is asked in this way, its triviality becomes appar-
ent. Truths are many things: statements, claims, propositions, perhaps even teddy-bears for some tribe
on some distant possible world (Kirkham )! What does their truth consist in? Well, simply in things
being as they are said to be. Once the question is framed this way, there do not seem that many interesting
things to be said about truth.

But there are good reasons not to frame the question in this way, as I hope to show. The truth predicate,
it is true, has the disquotationalist feature enshrined in Tarski’s famous “convention T”:

(T) “p” is true iff p.

But (T), while it is trivially true, still raises a lot of questions:
. The truth of (T), for some substitution instance of “p”, imposes rather tight constraints on this
substitution instance: “p” has to be a truth-evaluable, non-indexical and non-ambiguous sentence
of English. How can we capture these restrictions on the implicit universal quantifier in (T)?

. The truth of (T), for some substitution instance of “p”, also imposes constraints on “ “p” ”, the name
of the substitution instance. If instances of (T) are supposed not just to be true, but to be a priori or
logical truths, then not just any name will do.

. It is in virtue of (T) that the truth-predicate fulfills its primary purpose of capturing generalities. But
the instances of (T) by themselves cannot do that; what else do we need?

. What does (T) tell us about truth – the concept, the predicate and the property of truth?

. If (T) tells us something about truth, does it tell us everything about it?

Many questions, which I will take up in turn.

A predicate, but not a property?

To say that some statement that … is true, is to say that …. This much is beyond dispute. But if our
initial platitude is to inform us about the concept of truth, much care is needed in its precisification. “The
statement that …”, e.g., should not be explicated by “the statement having the truth-condition that …”
or “the statement that is true iff …”, for this would make our account depend on a previously understood
notion of truth.

How else, however, are we to understand the that-clause? One way is to adopt what Hartry Field calls
a “quotational reading”: to say that S (as we actually use it) means that neutrinos have mass, where S is
a sentence of our language, is simply to say that S means the same as our sentence “Neutrinos have mass”
(as we actually use it). Meaning-the-same-as is cognitive equivalence: the rules of our language and the
norms of our linguistic practices we accept license the immediate inference of either of them from the

. In a seminar on truth at NYU in fall , to which I am indebted also for much of the following.



other. To extend this account of “S means that p” to other languages, we have to give an account of the
factors involved in good translation without relying on a prior account of truth-conditions. We may want
to restate

(EP) To say that the the statement that … is true is equivalent to saying that …

as

(EP’) For each English sentence that one substitutes for “p”, “the proposition that p is true” is
equivalent to p.

If the equivalence has at least the force of alethic necessity, (EP’) entails (instances of) the schema:

(EP”) Necessarily, the proposition that p is true if and only if p.

To get from (EP’), or even from (EP”), the Tarskian equivalence

(T’) The sentence “p” expresses a true proposition iff p.

we need another premise, namely

(EXP) The sentence “p” expresses the proposition that p.

By the introduction of the technical term “proposition”, this precisification of the original, platitudinous
equivalence (EP) leaves us with two claims: a claim about the logic of “…is true” (EP’) and a claim
about how sentences relate to propositions (EXP). This may seem innocuous enough: do we not have
an independent grasp of what propositions are, namely the objects of so-called ‘propositional attitudes’
like believing, hoping and fearing? Even if this were true, however, there is still some mismatch between
what is hoped and believed and what is expressed by sentences and quantified over in (EXP). I may hope
to win the race, for example, or believe thank Goodness, it’s over, while – at least on most accounts –
the correctness conditions of these mental states do not essentially involve indexicals or essentially tensed
language. We will come back to these issues.

Another problem is more pressing for now: Both (EP’) and (??) are a theory of truth only for propositions
given in the form the proposition that p, where an English sentence is substituted for ‘p’. We not only do yet
not have an account of the form

(T++) For any proposition x, x is true iff C(x)

not even one of the form

(T+) For any proposition x, if x is expressible in English then x is true iff C(x)

but just a collection of claims of the form:

(T-) For any proposition x, if x is the proposition that … then x is true iff …

. As a theory about such attitudes, propositionalism carries a lot of commitments: that to stand in such an attitude is to stand in a
relation to an object, for example, that such objects are expressed by (rather than e.g. identical to) linguistic items, that they have the
‘completeness’ required of them to be autonomously truth-evaluable, that different bearers of attitudes are related to the same thing
iff the component clauses of true ascriptions of these attitudes express the same thing and so on. We will discuss these issues in much
more detail later (in sct. ).



This crucial restriction means that many accounts of the relata of so-called ‘propositional attitudes’ will
not help us to understand the role propositions play in (T’).
This is an example of a broader tension: the cash-value of talk of propositions in (T’) is to ‘stabilise’ the
application of the truth-predicate, to identify that in virtue of which the truth-predicate is correctly applied
to items as diverse as statements, beliefs and sentences. This is captured in (EXP) and the theoretical role
“proposition” plays in it is aptly characterised by what Schiffer ( : - ) calls the “face-value theory
about propositions”:

(i) Propositions are the referents of singular terms.
(ii) Propositions are abstract.
(iii) Propositions are mind- and language-independent entities.
(iv) Propositions have truth-conditions and they have them both essentially and absolutely.

These characteristics are in tension with the role of propositions as the objects (and not just the contents)
of beliefs, however. If believing that Zed is dead is standing in a relation to the referent of “that Zed is
dead” (i) and this referent is both essentially and absolutely such that it is true iff Zed is dead (iv), then we
may wonder how the belief could have turned from false to true on the occasion of the historical event that
was Zed’s death. Nothing, it seems, about the proposition changed at that time, hence nothing about the
‘propositional part’ of the belief. And still it went from false to true.

Apart from the unclarity of “proposition”, there are, I think, two other reasons to stay with the non-
committal (T) rather than (T’). The first is methodological, the second logical.

Suppose I produce the following shape:

Zed is dead.

By fixing your gaze on it, you learn that Zed is dead. How is this possible? How is it that by fixing our
gaze on some marks of ink we learn something about people and things in no (obvious) connection to us?
This, I take it, is the primordial philosophical question here. It is ordinarily assumed that it divides into
two sub-questions:

(i) how is it possible that the marks of ink mean what they do?
(ii) how is it possible that by understanding what they mean, we learn something about the distant past?

It is only if you accept this sub-division, that the notion of a proposition starts playing an (apparently)
explanatory role:

(i*) the marks of ink express the proposition that p;
(ii*) the proposition that p is true iff (or: in virtue of the fact that) Zed is dead.

The notion of a proposition is a means to divide our initial question into these two two sub-question.
Deflationism about truth then becomes an attractive position: it becomes almost irresistibly plausible to
say that (ii*) holds just because the proposition in question is what it is – saying that it is true that Zed is
dead is just saying that Zed is dead. (i*), though it encodes a contingent fact about language, seems utterly
trivial – all you need to see its truth is some competence of English. Our initial puzzlement thus evaporates
into two trivialities and we wonder what made us think our question was interesting in the first place.

. (EP’) and (??) do not tell us, for example, what it is for propositions described as sets of possible worlds or as an equivalence
class of sentences to be true.

. I am indebted to Vann McGee to have made me see the problem this way.

. Simons ( : ), e.g., says that the question of truthmakers arises as soon as one recognises that truth is the joint outcome of
two largely independent factors: one about the language which determines what a sentence means and one about whatever it is in
the world which determines that the sentence, meaning what it does, is true or false.



I do not think that this dissolution is a felicitous one, however. Just a little below the surface of the two
trivialities lie two deep mysteries, which seem completely intractable if approached in these terms:

(i) How is it possible that our activities as language-using intentional agents bestow mind-independent
and abstract entities with powers of representation?

(ii) How is it possible that an interesting relation of truthmaking holds between these abstract entities and
the things they are about?

It may be replied that neither of these questions is primarily a question about truth, that the truth-predicate
merely serves as a device of generalisation in stating them. In some sense, this is indisputably true: in this
sense, the theory of truthmaking is not really a theory of truth – talk of truth facilitates merely generality
of exposition (Bigelow : ).

There is quibble about the “merely”, however. Even deflationists want to say things about truth, i.e. claims
that are supposed to hold of all truths because they are truths. Some of us, for example, want to say things
like:

Truth is a matter of reality, which means that if a statement is true, it is because reality renders
it true: No sentence is true but reality makes it so…(Quine : – )

Others want to say things like:

It is indeed undeniable that whenever a proposition or an utterance is true, it is true because
something in the world is a certain way – something typically external to the proposition or
utterance. (Horwich : )

If the truth-predicate allows us to make general claims about an interesting class of items in the world (the
true truth-bearers), then this by itself gives us reason to think that the property of truth is an interesting
one.

The more important reason not to think of the truth-predicate as merely a device of generalisation is that
the nature of the things the generalisation is over is not independent of our account of truth. The gener-
ality achieved by the truth-predicate is the one propositions have been introduced to secure. If you have
propositions, then you do not need truth – in this I agree with deflationists. If you have truth, however,
you do not need propositions. Faced with this choice, I will argue, we should rather choose truth.

In his magistral Conceptions of Truth ( ), Künne proposed what he calls a “modest” account of truth,
characterising the truth-predicate by any of

Mod1 ∀x(x is true↔ things are as x has it)
Mod2 ∀x(x is true↔ things are as they are according to x)
Mod3 ∀x(x is true↔ for some ways things may be said to be, x is the

proposition that things are that way, and things are that way) ( : – )

or rather, to avoid misunderstandings,

Mod ∀x(x is true↔ existsp(x = [p]∧ p) ( : )

. Cf. also Fox ( : ), Lewis ( : ), Künne ( : ), Horwich ( : ). I thus agree with Horwich ( : ) that
Armstrong’s “theory of the nature of truth” – a proposition p is true if and only if there exists some entity T in the world such that T
necessitates that p and p is true in virtue of T (Armstrong : ) –, which is also a statement of truthmaker maximalism, is an outside
constraint on the theory of truthmaking, and has to be supplemented both by claims about truthmakers (that there exist enough for all
instances of the T -schema, for example) and about truth (that all non-paradoxical instances of the T -schema are true, for example.

. The misunderstanding is that quantification over ways, not over propositions is intended (Hofweber ( : ), David ( :
), Boghossian ( : )). Immediately following Mod3, however, Künne ( : ) makes it clear that “things are that way”

functions as a quantificational prosentence inMod3.



where “[…]” abbreviates the singular term forming operator “the proposition that…”. Künne claims that
Mod improves on Horwich’s minimalism by being conceptually more economical and by stating what all
truths have in common. Mod, however, also shares an important drawback of the minimalist theory: in
particular, it applies only to propositions designated by singular terms of the form “the proposition that…”
(Künne : ). Künne says that these proper names are semantically structured in that they ‘contain’
the sentence of the second conjunct ( : ).

Künne ( : ) is explicit that his modest account presupposes the intelligibility of higher-order, but
objectual, quantification over propositions and endorses the ontological commitment thereby incurred.
This brings with it a familiar problem of circularity: Sundholm ( : ), for example, thinks it is a
“mystery how to explain [Künne’s] deviant quantifier without recourse to truth”. The circularity does not
lie, as Künne ( : ) thinks, in the specification of the truth-conditions of the sentential quantification,
but rather in the only way of explaining the double role of the things quantified over, to wit propositions:
they are characterised as entities which are not referred to, but expressed by permissible substituends for the
nominal variable. They are things which exist (“existsp(p)”), and thus can be named, but also are things
that name themselves and, in general, not ‘given to us’ by name but by some sentence which expresses
them. They thus do double-duty: they exist, and have properties, but they are also expressed, and the
meanings of sentences.

The circularity worry, as I understand it, concerns the expression relation: what other, truth-independent,
grasp do we have of what some sentence expresses than the familiar idea how the world would have to
be like for it to be true? This, I think, is a version of the “denial of intelligibility” charge Davidson ( )
advanced against Horwich, to which Künne ( : – ) does not adequately reply. It is not primarily
(or at least not only) a worry about the intelligibility of names for propositions (which could be dispelled by
a paratactic theory as the one Künne ( : ) sketches). Rather, it concerns the particularly transparent
character of these descriptive names, i.e. the fact that we know everything there is to know about their
referent once we understand them at all. It follows that we do not knowwhat is denoted by “the proposition
that p” unless we understand the proposition that p, and understanding this requires understanding under
what conditions it is true. To understand Mod, then, we have to deploy an understanding of “…is true”,
and henceMod is, as a definition of the truth-predicate, epistemically circular.

The problem in a nutshell is the following: to understand why propositions are the kind of things that
can play the double rôle they play in Mod – and be quantified over both by quantification into singular
term and into sentence position –, we have to understand them as the kind of things that are bearers of
truth; it is the truth-predicate that provides the ‘bridge’ between their ‘nominal’ and their ‘sentential’ rôle.
To understand Mod, we need to understand the hybrid form of quantification it deploys, and hence the
hybrid nature of the things quantified over, which is due to their essential evaluability for truth.

. They can indeed be provided using the homophonic semantics of Williamson ( : – ) for these sentential quantifiers that
Künne ( b: ) invokes.

. Künne explicitly acknowledges this: “Permissible substituends for ‘p’ do not designate values of this variable. […] Permissible
substituends for ‘p’ express values of this variable.” ( : , cf. also : ). He thinks that our grasp of the nominal mode of
‘introducing’ propositions is based on our grasp of the sentential mode of ‘introducing’ them ( : ). I am putting scare quotes
because a nominalist could plausibly deny that “p” ‘introduces’ any proposition at all.

. This is how Künne ( : ) characterises the following remark by Davidson ( : ), which he takes to be directed equally
against his modest account: “[T]he same sentence appears twice in instances of Horwich’s schema [“The proposition that p is true
iff p”], once after ‘the proposition that’, in a context that requires the result to be a singular term, the subject of a predicate, and
once as an ordinary sentence. We cannot eliminate this iteration of the same sentence without destroying all appearance of a theory.
But we cannot understand the result of the iteration unless we can see how to make use of the same semantic features of the repeated
sentence in both of its appearances – make use of them in giving the semantics of the schema instances. I do not see how this can be
done.”

. I think that the same problem threatens ‘hybrid’ quantification over properties, both into predicate and into singular term
position, such as in “Ben is impatient, and that is a bad quality in a teacher” (Künne : ), but I cannot make good on this
claim there.



It is not clear, however, that Künne needs to be worried about this kind of circularity. As he makes very
clear ( : , , , ), he does not aim to propose an eliminative (“dismantling”), but just a “connecting”
(explanatory) account of truth, and does not aim to explain the concept of truth without using it. The
intertwining of his theories of propositions and of truth, however, makes him vulnerable to another worry,
that more directly threatens Künne’s project.

Truthbearers

What are propositions? “Proposition” is a functional term: something is a proposition iff it fulfills whatever
conditions the right philosophy will take propositions to fulfill. At the present state of our science, there
is little consensus about how the right philosophy will look like. We have already seen that Schiffer ( )
takes the “face-value theory about propositions” to be one according to which they are representations
that possess intrinsic significance (Heil : ).

Truthmaker maximalists ought to hold that truth is a derelativisation of the relation of being made true,
though not itself relational. The things made true are plausibly taken to be sentence-tokens or inscriptions,
that are made true in some specific way: The inscription âHuey ate the cookies on the couchââ, e.g., is
made true by some cookie-eating event as an inscription of English and as specifying the location of either
Huey or the cookies.

Analoguously, an adverbial theory of belief might hold that belief is a derelativisation of a broader and
conceptually prior notion of acceptance, in which sentence-tokens stand to believers in certain ways. Be-
lieving that p is a matter of there being a sentence-token that is accepted in a certain way (i.e. the way in
which, if it were true, would be made true).

Nothing deserves to be called a truth-predicate if it does not satisfy the T-schema. The T-schema is a bicon-
ditional, and with all biconditionals we may ask in what direction (if any) goes the relation of explanatory
priority. Following our remarks on p. , this question may be phrased as the one whether

(r l) It is true that p because p

or rather

(l r) p because it is true that p

is true. Given a prior commitment to truthmaker maximalism (which will be defended only later, in
sct. ??), we may phrase essentially the same question in a yet different way: in virtue of what does the T-
schema hold? what makes the biconditional true? Lowe ( : ) has argued that it is in virtue of what the
truthbearer that p is that it is true iff p. This answer, however, is surely incomplete: it is not the truthbearer
itself that grounds the biconditional, but rather (the fact) that it is a truthbearer. The ‘disquotational’ nature
of truth, enshrined in the T-schema, is part of the nature of truth itself.

In sct. , we have seen how the nature of truth is tied up with the nature of truthbearers, i.e. with the notion
of meaning.

Nothing, we learned on Tarski’s knees, deserves the name “truth-predicate” if it does not satisfy the T-
schema (Tarski ) or ‘Aristotelian Equivalence’:

(T) It is true that p iff p.

The T-schema is a biconditional, and with all biconditionals we may ask in what direction (if any) goes
the relation of explanatory priority (or, equivalently, which side ‘wears the trousers’. This question may be
phrased as the one whether

(r l) It is true that p because p



or rather

(l r) p because it is true that p

is true. As far as I know, it is common ground that if one of them is true at all, it is (r l), i.e. M1. Some
of us want indeed to be able to say things like:

Truth is a matter of reality, which means that if a statement is true, it is because reality renders
it true: No sentence is true but reality makes it so…(Quine : – )
It is indeed undeniable that whenever a proposition or an utterance is true, it is true because
something in the world is a certain way – something typically external to the proposition or
utterance. (Horwich : )

In the first edition of “Truth”, Horwich ( : – ) accepted “ ‘Snow is white’ ’s being true is explained
by snow’s being white”, “The fact that ‘snow is white’ is true is explained by the fact that snow is white”,
and even “ ‘Snow is white’ is made true by the fact that snow is white” as “trivial reformulations” of (r l)
and said that the minimal theory could account for it:

In mapping out the relations of explanatory dependence between phenomena we naturally
and properly grant ultimate explanatory priority to such things as basic laws and the initial
conditions of the universe. From these facts we deduce, and thereby explain, why for example
( ) Snow is white.
And only then, given theminimal theory, do we deduce, and thereby explain, why ( ) ‘Snow
is white’ is true. (Horwich : )

Why this falls short of accounting for the “ ‘correspondance’ intuition” has been aptly put by Crispin
Wright:

This train of thought, it may well seem, is just beside the point. The challenge was to legitimate
the idea of a state of affairs (snow’s being white) being the source of the truth of the sentence
“snow is white” – the idea of a state of affairs transmitting a truth value, as it were, across
a substantial relation, the converse of correspondence. [Horwich’s explanation] is, evidently
enough, not to explain why “snow is white” is true in terms of snow’s being white; it is rather
(quite a different thing) to explain why “snow is white” is true in terms of the physical laws
and initial conditions which also explain snow’s being white. (Wright : - )

While Künne ( : – ) agrees with Wright’s criticism of Horwich, he does not say much about how
his own account fares any better. But it does. The general statement of the modest account allows us to
locate the explanatory priority on the right hand side (T), by privileging the expressing function of the
sentential variable over its denoting one. It is because “p” has the meaning it has that it is true iff p.

It is not clear, however, how Mulligan’s anemic operator-theory can match this. The question is not so
much whether one’s account of truth allows us to accept r2l – it is rather what resources it does provide to

. Soames ( : ) even goes so far to call an instance of (l r) “patently ridiculous”.

. In the second edition, Horwich ( : ) simply says that “[s]ince [that truths are made true by elements of reality] follows
from the minimal theory (given certain further facts), it need not be an explicitly stated part of it.”

. Both Horwich and Wright put scare quotes.

. In a rather cryptic comment immediately following the quote, Wright goes on to say that even though this comment is “fair”,
there is not really a problem at all. Künne ( : ) also finds Wright’s comments “not very illuminating”.

. This is only part of the explanation. For reasons I sketch at some length in my “Truthmaking is explanation by things”, I think
that ‘truthmaking without truthmakers’ is not truthmaking at all.



explain r2l. It is here, I think, that we find a reason to side with Künne against Mulligan on the relative
priority of the truth-predicate and the truth-connective. SEE BLEOW

If we do not identify, in r2l, an attribution of the property of truth to some truthbearer, we have no
possibility whatsoever to explain its truth.

But what is so bad about biting this bullet? Indeed, Mulligan ( ) has recently argued from the absence
of an explanation for r2l to the failure of Husserl’s account of modification. The latter “cannot get off the
ground”, he says, because

It is obvious that

(The proposition that Sam is sad is true because Sam is sad) because . . .

cannot be completed so as to yield a truth by any sentence referring to the essence of what
“Sam is sad” refers to. Similarly, no essential ground of the inference [“Sam is sad. Therefore,
the proposition that Sam is sad is true.”] is forthcoming. ( : )

In the light of the foregoing, this criticism can be met: what grounds the truth ofM1 is the essential fact that
“Sam is sad” has the meaning it actually has, viz. that Sam is sad. So even if the T-schema is true because
of facts about truth and the nature of truthbearers, this does not yet settle the question of the relation of
the explanatory dependence between its left- and right-hand sides. Philosophers of a realist persuasion,
however, may appeal to other considerations to settle the matter: it is because truth depends on the world,
in its broadest sense, that (r l), but not (l r), is true – because only in the first, but not the second case is
what comes after “‘because” may serve as a truthmaker.

We thus arrive at a double conclusion: Künne is right that an account of truth goes in tandem with an
account of truthbearers and right to resist the invitation to do away with this ontological commitment by
becoming ‘operationalist’. Accepting truthbearers that have their meaning essentially in addition has the
advantage that one earns the right to M1, i.e. to an explanation of the Aristotelian equivalence. In order
to explain M1 (not just to assert) it, however, one has to go further and accept a real relation, underwriting
the explanation of truth: truthmaking. Rather than trying to have truth without truths, as Mulligan would
have it, or having truthmaking without truthmakers, as is Künne’s intent, we should be staunch realists
about all four of them: truth, truths, truthmakers and truthmaking. As Mackie has said about his version
of the ‘modest account’.

The word “true” is here eliminated, but truth is not eliminated but displayed: the relation in
which it consists is made clear. ( : , my emphasis)

In his ( ; ), Kevin Mulligan has raised a novel objection to Künne’s Modest Account, and indeed all
accounts of truth which take the truth-predicate “…is true” as their definiendum. Mulligan distinguishes the
truth predicate “…is true” (which takes a singular term to make a sentence) from the truth connective “it is
true that…” (which takes a sentence to make a sentence) and asks which one wears the trousers, answering
that the connective, not the predicate is fundamental. He thus criticises the contention of Künne ( :

– ) that his account of the predicate also applies to the connective, which the latter interprets as also
containing a predication of the truth-predicate, the “it” in “it is true that …” functioning cataphorically,
by providing the thing referred to by the subsequent noun phrase “that p” (cf. also Horwich : , n.).

By undermining the need for propositions, Mulligan’s criticism undercuts Künne’s argument for his modest
account of truth. In the case of truth-attributions, we have an intermediate step:

. Cf. n. ) above



T1 It rains.
T′

1 It is true that it rains.
T2 That it rains is true.
T3 The proposition that it rains is true.

While Mulligan agrees with Künne (and Bolzano), that the step from T1 to T′
1 and the concomitant ‘in-

troduction’ of that-clauses is unproblematic, he thinks that the one from T′
1 to T2, and its ontological

commitment, can be resisted. As we have seen, Künne ( : ) holds that the first “it” in T′
1 is a cat-

aphoric pronoun, as “he” is in “he was wise, the man who drank the hemlock” and that T′
1 and T2 are

“stylistic variants” of each other ( : , b: ). Against this, Mulligan ( : , ) claims that

M1 It is true that it rains because it rains.
M2 That is rains is true because it is true that it rains.
M3 The proposition that it rains is true because that it rains is true.

While M1 is agreed on all sides (and Künne ( b: ), with some qualifications, agrees with M3), M2
is contentious. Mulligan ( : ) gives three arguments for M2: (i) that its left hand is more complex
than its right hand side, (ii) that it mentions something more problematic and (iii) that nominalisations are
secondary with respect to what they are nominalisations of. In support of (i) he claims that the “it” in “it
is true that …” is a dummy term, an expletive pronoun like the “it” in “it’s a long way to Tokyo”, that
cannot be used in identity statements such as “it = that it rains” ( : – ). To some extent, Künne
concedes this point ( : , ). More important, in my view, are (ii) and (iii). The cryptic remark (iii), in
this context, is best understood as a preference for less, rather than more, ontological commitments, while
(ii) highlights the crucial issue: the alleged difference, between T′

1 and T2 , in ontological commitment. If
really “it is true that” is semantically unbreakable, and does not predicate of anything the property of being
true, then the step to T2 introduces a new, and potentially problematic, ontological commitment. Even
though Mulligan defends the unbreakability of “it is true that …” at some length, and Künne presents
several arguments against this claim, Mulligan’s real concern, if I interpret him right, is with the ontological,
not the logical form of T′

1, i.e. with the question whether it commits us to truth-bearers. If it does not, then
neither does T2, in virtue of M2 (nor does T3, in virtue of M3).

Mulligan’s point, if sound, undercuts Künne’s explication of ‘proposition’, as the word one comes to under-
stand by “learning to accept, as a conceptual matter of course, any inference from (a substitution-instance
of) schema [B1] via [B2] to the corresponding instance of [B3], and vice versa” (Künne : ), where
such substitution instances may be the found in the following transformations:

B1 A believes that it rains.
B2 That it rains is the content of A’s belief.
B3 The proposition that it rains is the content of A’s belief.

Contrary to most critics, who have found the introduction, in the step from B2 to B3, of “proposition”
problematic, Mulligan’s argument targets the step fromB1 to B2. Why think, aMulligan-inspired question
goes, that B1 asserts a relation between a believer and some content, made more explicit in B2? Why not
take “x believes that p” to be a hybrid connective or “prenective” (Künne : ), a member of a class
of expressions that “are as it were predicates at one end and connectives at the other” (Prior : )? This
is not just a question about syntax, however: If “that it rains” is not an isolable component of B1, nothing
is predicated of it, and it cannot truly be said to be the content of A’s belief (B2). If there are no such things

. Mulligan uses a curious strategy to do so, contemplating the possibility that one introduce an explicitly unbreakable truth
operator “true+”, in analogy with “probably”, into English, German or French ( : ). It is not straightforward to determine,
however, what light the possibility of such an operator would cast on the actual “it is true that …”. Künne calls the suggestion
“déroutante” ( : ).

. While he agrees that one can, as Frege did with his negation stroke, introduce an unbreakable truth-operator into any language,
he thinks that this will not correspond to “it is true that …” ( a: , : ).



as contents of beliefs, then Künne’s modest account does not get off the ground, Mod either containing
an empty singular term or being guilty of illicit reification.

Boghossian ( : ) raises a similar worry in the following form: even granting that the step from B1 to
B2 is analytic, why should we think of it as a “means of grasping the notion of a proposition” rather than as
a “implicit definition of a technical notion – ‘the content of ’ –”? In reply, Künne ( b: - ) points out
that the reasons usually advanced against the substitutivity salva congruitate of “that p” and “the proposition
that p” do not apply in the context of B1 and dismisses them as “quirks of grammar”. The worry, however,
was not about the expansion of “that p” to “the proposition that p”, but about the introduction of “that
p” in the first place. Applying Mulligan’s point to B1, we do not get B2, but rather “A’s belief is that it
rains” which is said to express not an identity, but rather some sort of specification à la Pryor ( ) and
that “that p” is a “less than fully-fledged name” ( : – ). If “is that” in “A’s belief is that it rains”
does not stand for “= the proposition that …” but rather for “has the content: …” (Pryor : ), then
B1 cannot be said to introduce us to the concept of a proposition.

According to Mulligan’s alternative picture – and contrary to Frege, Bolzano and the contemporary or-
thodoxy – belief is not conceived of as a propositional attitude: to believe that p is not to stand in a relation
to the referent of “that p”. Rather, “believes that …” is a predicate-forming operator which, combined
with a sentence, ascribes a property of having a belief of a certain kind or rather describing such a prop-
erty. This does not mean we are home and dry, however. To capture the internal structure of such
belief-properties, and to explain the validity of inferences like “a believes that p; b believes that p; hence
there is something they both believe”, some sort of quantification into predicate-position will have to be
introduced: if it is interpreted substitutionally, it makes beliefs language-dependent and individuates them
too finely; if it is interpreted objectually, it reintroduces objects of belief; and it is not clear how it can be
interpreted in neither of these ways.

We thus see that Mulligan’s worry really is about ontological commitment. As I understand it, Mulligan’s
point is inscribed into a more general strategy of making good on the Husserlian claim that “ “ground”
and “explain” derive from “because” ” (Mulligan : ). As Correia ( : ) stresses, the main
motivation for the operationalist view are “reasons of ontological neutrality: it should be possible to make
claims of grounding and fail to believe in facts”. Analoguously, we may understand Mulligan as urging
that we may believe in claims of the forms “it is true that p” and “a believes that p” without believing in
truths or objects of beliefs.

Mulligan’s criticism can thus be understood as urging Künne to go back to his earlier self, who claimed
(in : ) that the variable in “existsp(Otto claims that p ∧¬p)” is what Brentano ( : ) calls
a “Fürsatz”, i.e. a pro-sentence, and does not incur an ontological commitment (cf. Künne : ).
Rather, he then said, it is to be understood as quasi-ontic quantification à la Prior ( : , ) and Lejewski

. Bach ( : – ) cites Burge ( : ), Fodor ( : ) (cited after reprint in Fodor ( )), Schiffer ( : , ), Soames
( : – ) and Stalnaker ( : – ) as representatives of the orthodox view. I sketch another unorthodox view in my “Ex-
pressivism about Belief ”.

. Cf. McKinsey ( : ) for a recent version of this view.
. Compare Bach ( : ) for an argument against what he calls the “specification assumption” – “that belief reports specify

belief contents, i.e., to be true a belief report must specify a proposition the person believes” ( : ) – based on the Paderewski
puzzle: “According to the descriptivist view, the condition on the truth of a belief report is that the believer believe a certain thing
which requires the truth of the proposition expressed by the ‘that’-clause in the belief report. […] Just as ‘Adam bit a certain apple’
does not specify which apple Adam bit, although it entails that there is a certain one that he bit, so ‘Peter believes that Paderewski
had musical talent’ does not specify which sort of that-Paderewski-had- musical-talent belief he has, although it requires that there
be certain one that he has.” ( : )

. We will not be able to infer that there is something they a and b both believe, for example, just on the basis of the truth of “a
believes that snow is white” and “b croit que la neige est blanche”.

. This is also why opts for a notion of ground as an essential operator.

. In fact, Künne ( : ) already proposed the modest account and said that it “went back” to Kneale ( : ) and Mackie
( : ) (cf. also Mackie ( : )). He could also have mentioned Williams ( : ), to which Mackie ( : ) refers. Williams



( : - ). Künne now says that “[i]n the years after the publication of [ ] [he] ruefully returned to
the view of quantification into sentence-position that [he] had endorsed in [ ]: sentential quantification
is quantification sui generis – it is not quantification over anything, and it isn’t substitutional quantification
either.” ( b: ) But what is it?

An immediate problem, however, is how to understand quasi-ontic quantification. Understanding it as
substitutional makes the ‘modest account’ circular, for reasons clearly explained by Künne ( : –

). So how is to be understood? In : , fn. , Künne agrees with the complaint of Richard ( :
– ) that Prior’s view makes sentential quantification “unduly mysterious”.

WhileMulligan’s point legitimately pressuresKünne on this point, it also undercuts the very project. Even if
we grant the intelligibility of primitive, sui generis ‘quasi-ontic’ quantification, Mulligan’s problem remains:
BothB2 andT′

1 do, as Künne ( b: , n. ) says, start from “ ‘something’, namely a premiss containing
a ‘that’-clause”. If the relational construal of “believes” and the predicational construal of “it is true” are
undercut, then these sentences do not have quantificational structure at all, quasi-ontic or not. Fortunately
for Künne, this broader attack can be answered.

Objects of Belief

The most important argument in favour of a relational construal of belief is that we need it to explain the
similarity between John’s believing that Sam is Maria’s wife and Sam’s believing that snow is white. If this
are just two states of John and Sam respectively, the argument goes, how are we to explain that they make
both of them believers? This argument is no good: by the same token, you could say that the similarity
between my running at ten kilometers per hour and your running at fifteen kilometers per hour is an
argument for construing running as a relation between a runner and a speed. The same example rebuts
another argument in favour of a relational account of belief: while it is true that if someone is a believer,
then s/he believes something, the soundness of existential generalisation is not conclusive evidence of
relationality. It is equally necessary that if you run, you run at a certain speed – but, again, this does
nothing to show that running is a relation.

In the second part of this section, I will give a positive argument for the non-relationality of belief. I will
examine first the – in my view, prior – question what the bearers of truth and falsity are and what their
being true or false consists in. I will defend the view that the bearers of truth are (interpreted) sentences
and that their truth is a de-relativisation of their being made true by something. In the same way, I will
argue, belief is a de-relativisation of the conceptually prior relation of acceptance. It is true that in order
to believe, you have to accept something (an interpreted sentence, I will argue), in the same way than it is
true that in order for something to be true, it has to be made true by something. But there are good reasons
to think that this does not turn truth into a relation – by analogy, there are good reasons to think that to
believe is not to stand in a relation to anything. The question as to what to objects of belief are evaporates
into thin air.

Is belief a relation to a proposition or some other ‘object of belief ’? Many assume it as a matter of course,
taking the real question to be what objects of belief are. In my talk, I want to question this orthodox view.
The most fundamental question, as I see it, concerns the (metaphysical) nature of representation: How is
it (possible) that by fixing our gaze on some marks of chalk, let us say, we learn something about people
and things in no (obvious) connection to us? I characterise this question as the problem of accounting

( ) subsequently defended the ‘modest account’ against the criticism by Sayward ( ) that it presupposes, rather than explains,
propositions, before finally giving it up in favour of nihilism in his ( ), which Künne discusses.

. Both Prior and Lejewski say things pointing in that direction, claiming that the meaning of propositional quantification is to be
given in terms of ‘specifications’ – “a ‘specification’ being a sentence in which the prefix ‘for some p’ is dropped, and the remaining
variable p replaced by an expression of the sort for which it stands, i.e. a sentence” (Prior : ) – or their infinite expansions into
conjunctions and disjunctions (Lejewski : ). Quine, in the discussion following Lejewski ( ), interprets him this way.



for the possibility of intrinsic, but still relational representation. In the light of this metaphysical picture, I
examine some arguments in favour of the relational account of belief and find them wanting. I then sketch
some steps towards an alternative picture of belief, taking discussions of expressivism as my guide.

Frege, Bolzano and the contemporary orthodoxy hold that belief is a propositional attitude, that to believe
that p is to stand in a relation to the referent of “that p”.

The most important argument in favour of a relational construal of belief is that we need it to explain the
similarity between John’s believing that Sam is Maria’s wife and Sam’s believing that snow is white. If this
are just two states of John and Sam respectively, the argument goes, how are we to explain that they make
both of them believers? This argument is no good: by the same token, you could say that the similarity
between my running at ten kilometres per hour and your running at fifteen kilometres per hour is an
argument for construing running as a relation between a runner and a speed. The same example rebuts
another argument in favour of a relational account of belief: while it is true that if someone is a believer,
then s/he believes something, the soundness of existential generalisation is not conclusive evidence of
relationality. It is equally necessary that if you run, you run at a certain speed – but, again, this does
nothing to show that running is a relation.

More explicitly, it has been taken to be an argument in favour of the acceptance of objects of belief that
we can infer both ( ) and ( ) from ( - ):

( ) Huey believes that snow is white.
( ) Dewey believes that grass is green.
( ) Louie believes that grass is green.
( ) Both Huey and Dewey believe something.
( ) There is something that both Dewey and Louie believe.

More generally, we can infer ( ) from ( ) – allegedly showing that believing is a relation to some object of
belief:

( ) Huey is a believer.
( ) There is something that Huey believes.

Both these arguments are inconclusive, however. For we can also, and with equal right, both infer ( *) and
( *) from ( *- *) and infer ( *) from ( *):

( *) Huey runs at km/h.
( *) Dewey runs at km/h.
( *) Louie runs at km/h.
( *) Both Huey and Dewey run at a certain speed.
( *) There is some speed at which both Dewey and Louie run.
( *) Huey is a runner.
( *) There is some speed at which Huey runs.

But running is not standing in a relation to a speed. What makes the inferences valid, is a certain metaphys-
ical necessity: that every running occurs at a certain speed means that running always allows for adverbial
modification with a determinate of the determinable speed. This does not, however, mean that running
has an internal object which is a speed.

In the same way, it seems to me, it may very well be true that if someone believes, there is always something
that is believed, even though believing is not a relation to what is believed.

. Bach ( : – ) cites Burge ( : ), Fodor ( : ) (cited after reprint in Fodor ( )), Schiffer ( : , ), Soames
( : – ) and Stalnaker ( : – ) as representatives of the orthodox view.



Apart from questioning its motivations, I think we can give a positive argument against the relational
construal of belief. The argument proceeds from an analogy with truth and truthmaking. In the same way
that the truth of truth-bearers (here understood to be interpreted sentences) is a de-relativisation of their
being made true by something, belief is a de-relativisation of a conceptually prior relation of acceptance. It
is true that in order to believe, you have to accept something (an interpreted sentence, I will argue), in the
same way than it is true that in order for something to be true, it has to be made true by something. But
there are good reasons to think that this does not turn truth into a relation – by analogy, there are good
reasons to think that to believe is not to stand in a relation to anything.

If believing that p is a disposition to credally feel that p, accepting that p is an individual mental act or as
a more general policy – it is something people do, rather than just a state they are in. As a mental act, it
is subject to act-specific norms that may depend on the reasons some subject has for his act.

Truthmaker maximalists hold that truth is a derelativisation of the relation of being made true, though not
itself relational. The things made true are plausibly taken to be sentence-tokens or inscriptions, that are
made true in some specific way: The inscription “Huey ate the cookies on the couch”, e.g., is made true
by some cookie-eating event as an inscription of English and as specifying the location of either Huey or
the cookies.

Analoguously, an adverbial theory of belief might hold that belief is a derelativisation of a broader and
conceptually prior notion of acceptance, in which sentence-tokens stand to believers in certain ways. Be-
lieving that p is a matter of there being a sentence-token that is accepted in a certain way (i.e. the way in
which, if it were true, would be made true).

The famous translation argument, going back to Frege and expanded by Church ( ) and Bigelow ( )
against sententialist and paratactic theories of belief ascription seems applicable: (i) if the relata of accep-
tance are sentence-tokens, ( ) and

( ) Tick glaubt, dass Schnee weiss ist.

involve relations to different sentences. Moreover, (ii) the acceptance of “Snow is white” by Huey can only
underlie the truth of ( ) if we presuppose that, in it, “snow” means snow rather than, say, grass.

But the claim is not that

( ) Huey accepts some sentence-inscription which means that snow is white.

is synonymous with ( ), or conceptually equivalent with it, or an explication of what is implicit in ( ). ( )
rather specifies some truthmaker for ( ): it is a metaphysical analysis of ( ) and their correlation a substantial
thesis.

The adverbial theory seems committed to (i) ascribing beliefs only to language-using creatures and (ii)
only in contents for which some inscription may be found. Against (ii), the adverbialist may claim that the
accepted inscription is produced in ( ). To avoid (i), the relation of acceptance has to be construed as passive
(Cohen ) and as a more general attitude than belief as ordinarily construed, which “comes apart from
belief in cases where one is warranted in acting on the assumption that p or taking it for granted that p or
trusting that p for reasons that do not bear on the likely truth of p” (Wright : ). So construed, we
may say that (intelligent) dogs accept sentence-tokens and accordingly have beliefs.

. Minimally, an acceptance of p involves the commitment to use p as a premise in reasoning and decision-making. You can,
however, wilfully and deliberately accept as a premise a proposition that you do not believe to be true, i.e. on a prudential rather than
on an evidential basis.
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