Preliminary Remarks on Truth

Crispin Sartwell

Truth is reality, and persons are parts of reality. We are traversed and transfixed by other bits, in processes such as perception and communication, as also in movement, ingestion and so on; persons merge into and emerge from situations. We produce true utterances and inscriptions as traces of our situation, calling into play an ethics of truth to situation, or a resolution to remain in it and know it. We can say what's true in virtue of being true, of being situated, entangled, consciously and resolutely, with things.

   Defining ‘truth’ or giving a theory of truth is most wickedly difficult, and it may in principle constitute an impossible task. If a theory of truth were true, it would be true according to its own definition of truth, but of course it could be true according to itself even if it were false. 

     The problem that puts you right on the edge of the sayable is that truth consistently reveals itself to be a weirdly redundant idea, because indispensable for making any kind of assertion or description: presupposed in the basic practices of communication. This problem will not, as it turns out, be entirely avoided in what follows, but it is very severe in the most celebrated formulations, as in “to say of what is that it is is true” or ‘snow is white’ is true iff snow is white.'  Truth is implicated in every other piece of meaning, so that a definition appears bizarre, or always folds back in on itself. 

    (a) The coherence theory and a variety of possibly related approaches essentially make truth internal to a sensorium or representational system or syntactic engine: us, in one of our more fantastic guises. (b) The correspondence theory makes truth a matter of the representational relation of this sensorium or syntactic engine to external realities of various kinds. (c) If there could be a third overall approach in this dimension, it would locate truth outside the mind or the subject and in the external world. This is the approach I want to explore.

I.

     One of the few ways I think one could plausibly arrive at fresh observations of truth is by an ordinary-language approach, by trying to pay attention to the occasions and ways the term is used in natural language, and to the term’s etymology, its translations into other languages, and so on. Or at least, this is one approach. Now as soon as one tries to do this in an even semi-serious way, one quickly comes to realize that ‘true’ is one of the richest terms in the language: it’s certainly one of the richest entries in the OED. And one cannot but be struck by the limited uses of the term ‘true’ that have, for the most part, come under philosophical scrutiny. The notion of truth that is held to be elucidated by the correspondence theory, the coherence theory, the pragmatic theory, deflationary theories and so on – the sense in which a proposition or a statement or a sentence is true “of the world” – is apparently only one of many uses of the word.

   Let me start with a distinction between what I’ll call semantic and non-semantic uses of ‘true’ and its cognates. What I’m calling semantic entities are things that refer to or represent something other than themselves, things like (some) words and sentences and pictures. ‘Phil’ is a semantic entity that refers to that guy over there. ‘Phil is funny’ refers, we might say, to a fact or situation or to Phil and a property he possesses. A portrait or photograph of Phil represents him, etc. Philosophical discussions of truth are almost always limited to truth as a property or aspect of semantic entities, of sentences or propositions or perhaps statements especially, though the picture case has received some attention. So the question would be: what makes the sentence “Phil is happy” true? Or: in virtue of what is it true? 

    But the word ‘true’ is often applied to non-semantic entities, both as a straightforward singular predication and as a relation.  

    Consider the locution 

(1) ‘It was true love.’ 

True love is real love, or we might even go so far as to say it is intense love, sincere love, and so on. In ‘true love’ ‘true’ and ‘real’ are, if not strictly synonymous, very close. And notice that – as in many other very normal cases – truth here is not attributed to any sort of expression or representation: the truth of love cannot be a matter of correspondence to some fact or something, because there is nothing to do the corresponding: no item with a semantics. This use of the term is remarkably common: consider ‘true courage’ or ‘true stupidity’ or even ‘true colors,’ a general phrase for the authentic as opposed to the ersatz in human personality. 

    There is another range of cases in which ‘truth’ appears to have a sense similar to 'faithful’: 

(2) ‘I’ll be true to you.’ 

for example, or ‘be true to your school.’ Here ‘truth to’ is a relation – x is true to y - but x is not or at first glance anyway doesn’t seem to be party to this relation in virtue of referring to or representing something.  On the other hand “true to life” or “true to the facts” and so on are phrases that do seem to attribute or describe a semantic relation. The closeness of the two uses here is suggestive: true to life might be parsed to mean: faithful to life, which might in turn be synonymous with 'true.' There are adverbial uses as well that function to make an assertion more emphatic and in other ways, as in “Truly, the cows are lovely” or 

(3) “She is a truly sweet person.” 

The latter case is, I think, roughly synonymous with: she is a genuinely sweet person, or an authentically sweet person, or even a really sweet person.

   There is also a non-semantic sense of ‘true’ that is virtually synonymous with 'accurate,' though it may also have the added flavor of ‘direct’:

(4) ‘My aim is true.’

Or ‘a true line.’ ‘Something that departs from the correct orientation can be termed “out of true” a nominalization of the adjective form. It’s interesting to note that “accuracy” itself can be a property of items that have no semantics, like arrows in their flights, etc, as well as of items that do, such as maps or theories. "Accurate," too, is used as a synonym for 'true' in semantic contexts.

    ‘Truth’ is also sometimes, and has been traditionally, been used to pick out a virtue, as a dimension of ethical evaluation. I myself used it as a term for the sum of virtues in one of my books, and of the many objections that I got, none asserted there was no such sense of true. It has the sense of reliable, steady, consistent, sure, and right, as well as again the flavor of faithful, and also honest, sincere, genuine: the 11th century Laws of Ethelred refer to a “true witness” in somewhat this sense. 

(5) ‘A true man does not think what his hearers are feeling, but what he is saying.’ (Helps: OED)

The OED gives a variety of other senses, including the semantic sense, but also points to the phrase “true to type,” as of a person who behaves as we would expect him to behave given the category of persons he falls into. There is a nautical sense in which the wind can be true: consistent as to force and direction. Also bearings taken from “true north” are true bearings. Also, ‘true’ can simply mean level. 

    The neglect of philosophers of such usages is a bit remarkable. Usually the philosopher simply starts out by adducing a series of examples, all of which put propositions or sentences in play. Or occasionally there is an acknowledgment that truth is not always used with regard to semantic entities. Then there’s the usual ground-clearing where the philosopher says “I’m trying to elucidate propositional truth” etc. Even J.L. Austin, who of all philosophers ought to be sensitive to the range of uses, begins by defining certain (semantic) uses as “primary.” But without an argument – an argument that cannot here be about ordinary use of the term - there is no reason to regard them as primary. For that matter, there is no reason until again some argument is produced to regard the use of ‘true’ as it applies to semantic entities to amount to a different sense of the term than any other senses we have just identified. If propositional truth is truth in one of the senses just identified, then a theory of truth as applied to propositions (and so on) could fall out of an elucidation of one of the non-semantic uses. 

   One thing we might begin to notice about the five non-semantic uses is that they have a lot in common. It strikes me that ‘true’ is not a mere homonym, that all of the uses grow out of a single history. And furthermore, they all have similarities to occasions wherein we ascribe truth to statements or other semantic entities. One interesting thing we might begin by noting is that there is a form of the ancient Greek verb estri – to be – on which it has to be translated as ‘is true,’ or an equivalent. And many of the senses of ‘true’ play very closely to the ideas of being and reality. This is certainly the case with the ethical senses and of the senses illustrated by such phrases as “true grit,” where 'true'  is very close to meaning ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ etc.

    I suggest that the world is what is true, or that the primary sense of ‘true’ is more or less synonymous with ‘real.’ For example, we might think of a veridical experience as opposed to an hallucination as an experience of what is real as opposed to what is unreal, as an experience of the truth. That seems like a normal way of talking, more or less. To experience something real is to experience the truth. Now when we talk about “experiencing the truth,” I don’t think we are talking, or necessarily talking, about experiencing some sort of relation between a proposition and the world; we are talking about experiencing the world, about truly making contact with some portion or aspect of reality. There’s an idea according to which “coming to know the truth” involves gathering up a bunch of sentences or whatever and trying to confirm them: an activity performed between semantic entities and the things they mean – facts perhaps. But even “coming to know the truth” can have a non-semantic edge: when you catch your spouse in bed with someone else, you are confronted with the truth, and it seems to me that all the propositional attitudes and operations that go along with that are subsidiary to your confrontation with the truth: the actual situation before you.

     I don't pretend that this suggestion that we might more or less subsume the term "true" under "real" is clear enough to solve any puzzles by itself or to serve as a theory of truth. I just want to make a few moves that put into play the suggestion that moving away from the notion of semantic truth-bearers might be a promising direction. Obviously, there are various puzzles that do not arise if a rock rather than a sentence is a truth-bearer, and I would of course urge that you not take preservation of the going puzzles to be a requirement for a decent view about truth.

II.

     To retrench. Philosophical discussions of truth often begin with the question of what sorts of things can be true, that is, what sorts of things are “truth-bearers.” Here, for example, Frege attributes truth to propositions, Austin to statements, Quine to sentences, and so on. This reflects in some way the ontologies lurking behind the epistemologies, because these different entities apparently have different degrees of abstractness. But once we at least fend off the temptation to focus exclusively on the attribution of truths to semantic entities, we can notice that all sorts of things can be truth-bearers, from people to winds to floors to shots to qualities like sweetness or loveliness to commitments and so on. This may appear just to make the subject of truth a hopeless confusion, but what I’m suggesting is that the first move in getting some kind of new start on truth is exactly to let it get complex, or to cease making the first few ground-clearing assumptions that restrict you to a few bearers, a few puzzles, and a few theories. The immense complexity of truth – its immense profusion (truth is precisely as profuse as the universe) – has been lost to the philosophical tradition and needs to be recovered.

   The most traditional view is, to repeat, that the bearer of truth value is the proposition. The proposition is conceived to be an abstract object, not appearing in any natural language, but expressible in language. So, for example, "Tous les gens meilleurs regardent beaucoup de television" and "All the best people watch a lot of television" are different sentences, but they express the same proposition. One might say that "they mean the same thing." Well, this "thing" they mean is supposed to be a particular proposition.

   Of course, propositions seem to be rather occult entities, a bit ectoplasmic for modern tastes. We'd like something a trifle less Platonic, something we can get our hands on and throttle properly. Thus some philosophers of a more nominalistic bent have rested content with sentences as the bearers of truth value, and then tried to finesse the problems by saying that certain sentences co-vary in truth value, so that there are more or less logical entailments between them. Thus, if "All the best people watch a lot of television" is true, then so is "Tous les gens meilleurs regardent beaucoup de television." The famous Tarski theory or account of truth seems to use sentences as the fundamental bearers of truth value.

    Now there are various problems with this. One of them is that sentences are apparently no less abstract as entities than are propositions. (Actually "abstract" is pretty bivalent: you is or you ain't.) For example, "the same" sentence appears on this sheet of paper and this sheet. Right now (let's say) I'm looking at a sentence (in fact, this very sentence) on the page, and I'm also speaking the same sentence aloud [lecturing]. Actually, sentences themselves consist of things like words, letters, and punctuation marks, which are themselves no less abstract than sentences and propositions.

III.

    Perhaps we shouldn't be so dismayed by abstract entities. Maybe we need to have a lush ontology, or maybe there's some way to produce a translation from abstract to concrete things, and we could regard talk of sentences or propositions as a kind of shorthand, substituting for much longer assertions about inscriptions and utterances: actual particular objects and events. Of course we don't want to go around multiplying levels of being like wanton Plotinuses if there are any alternatives. But there are other problems - devastating problems - for the idea that the proposition or the sentence is the fundamental bearer of truth value, and these are problems that arise precisely from the distinction of propositions and sentences from their concrete occurrences. There's a famous paper on reference by Keith Donellan in which he shows the kind of problems I mean.

    The Donellan example runs roughly like this. Let's say we're gossiping at a party, and I say "He's embezzling money from his company." And you say, "Really? Who?" And I say, "Don't look now. It's the guy drinking champagne." And you say "oh my Lord, it's Freddie!" or whatever. Now the phrase "the guy drinking champagne" in this example refers to Freddie. But let's stipulate that Freddie is a teetotaler and in fact what he's got there in his flute is sparkling cider, indistinguishable from champagne at this distance. Donellan's view is that even though the description "the guy drinking champagne" is not satisfied by Freddie, I have successfully referred to Freddie. I think that is right: we perfectly well understand each other. And if Freddie is indeed an embezzler, then it follows that my utterance of "The guy drinking champagne is embezzling money from his company" is true.

    Now what's the point of this example? Just this: it's not the sentence that is true, because actually considered as an abstract entity, apart from the occasion of its utterance, it is false. (That is, if the move into abstraction were to be regarded as legitimate.) The phrase "the guy drinking champagne" only refers to Freddie in this particular context of its utterance, in which it enables you to understand what I'm asserting. This makes it appear that what is true or false are not propositions, not sentences, but utterances or inscriptions: particular things that occur in particular situations. I think this is what we should expect given the whole momentum of twentieth-century analytic philosophy. If we think about the accounts of meaning and truth that we get in philosophers like Austin, Wittgenstein, Quine, or Rorty, we'd have to identify meaning with use (though of course what such philosophers mean by use differs somewhat from guy to guy). If meaning only emerges in a context of use, then of course sentences are true or false only within that context, since it's fair to say that truth has something to do with meaning (I'm not sure at the moment just what).

     There are many ways into the same insight. Many sentences, including the one we've been considering, contain indexical expressions that only have reference relative to an occasion and context of utterance, so that the sentence considered in itself does not have a meaning or a truth value in isolation from a context of use: an environment, a gesture, an inflection, all of the above. "That guy over there" is about as well-formed and common a referring expression as we've got, but obviously you need to encompass an environment and a set of practices if you're going to say what, on any particular occasion, it refers to. Very common are terms we might call "quasi-indexicals": "thingummy," for instance, or "watchamacallit," "whatsername." These can easily convey a definite reference, but only in a context of utterance or inscription. 

     In fact, every general term participates in this structure to some extent: "thing," but for that matter "chair": "the chair is on the floor": both terms refer relative to the context of utterance or inscription, of course, because there are many chairs and many floors. Verb tenses have the same effect: and what moment or period the present tense (and hence what periods past or future tenses) indicate is relative to the moment or period in which they are uttered or inscribed. Proper names are in general not unique and create successful communication in the sense that the thing referred to is the thing understood to be referred to, only in a given context of utterance or inscription. The Donellan examples show that apparently non-indexical uses of the language (as in the definite description 'the guy drinking champagne') function as indexicals in real contexts of communication. That is, the expression in its context can be wielded to pick out items in that context even though those items don't satisfy the description that the phrase apparently embodies. 

     It is, I suggest, going to end up being impossible to hold on to the meaning of any given linguistic unit without treating this meaning as emerging only with regard to the place, the moment, the speaker, etc. The primary bearers of meaning are particular utterances and inscriptions in relation to their contexts. Obviously, an assertion like that requires a system or an answer to a million possible programs and a million possible problems. There are many ways to try to save sentences or propositions as bearers or meaning or truth value. Only it would at least be worthwhile to take seriously for a moment the idea that inscriptions and utterances are the primary or the only bearers of truth value, and to treat sentences or propositions, to the extent we treat them at all, nominalistically. I want to emphasize that the ontology I'm deploying here is not driven primarily by nominalist or Quinean ontological queasiness, but by the attempt to theorize truth in a new or upside-down way. 

      If we make this particular move, truth with regard to semantic entities turns out to be a relation between two situated particular physical things: an utterance/inscription (henceforward: u/i) and a situation, where "situation" merely refers to a juxtaposition of things, including the u/i. This "situation" is not necessarily identical to the "fact" to which the proposition was supposed to correspond or the state of affairs in virtue of which the given sentence is true on the traditional accounts. The situation encompasses the speaker/writer of the utterance/inscription and the u/i itself. It might encompass a set of linguistic (i.e. u/i-directive) practices or conventions (including as portions of u's and i's gestures, intonations etc). It might include the cat being on the mat or something too, but also features of the environment that in turn make that the case or make it possible for such things to be the case.

III. 

     Now the basic idea that truth could in some cases be a juxtaposition of physical items is supported within certain of the non-semantic uses of "true." For example, the idea that "true" means accurate, or that a true shot is one that hits the bull's eye, is interesting. That is simply a description of a physical event in which a number of objects (person, bow, arrow, air, target) are juxtaposed in a particular arrangement or undergo a particular process in relation to one another. In the bow-and-arrow case, truth is a sheer physical relation. This is suggestive: the utterance is the arrow, the situation the target. Or: truth is accuracy in the sense that an imprint might be true: it has the right causal relation to the original, along with some other conditions. Or: the relationship might be like the relationship between two persons who are keeping faith etc. You see? Once we give up a kind of obsession with abstract entities, we enter into the possibility of characterizing a relation between particulars, and this relation need be no more puzzling (though it needs to be no less puzzling) than whatever sort of relation between particulars we are using as an elucidation, or an analogy. 

     What I'm suggesting, of course, is that some puzzles might vanish if the semantic were collapsed into the non-semantic uses of "true": that there might be no problem of reference etc. Of course, putting it mildly, other puzzles might erupt. But the indexical case makes it evident how natural the destruction of semantics might be: the act of pointing, and the act of firing at a target are remarkably analogous. Indeed, they're the same act, only the projectile is tethered in the one case and not the other. 

     As Wittgenstein pointed out, ostending is a practice; what it means depends on the practice of interpretation that surround it. For that matter, target practice is also a practice and you also have to be inside the practice or be acclimated to it to interpret it successfully: to know what the participants including yourself are trying to do and whether they have succeeded. But they also depend on the physical interaction of subject and object: or as I would prefer to put it their fusion: so that the response of the organism is considered a penetration of the organism by the object: in perception or handling etc. The semantic is a trace, that is, of the physical juxtapositions, infinitely complex, out of which we're composed and by which we're compromised. How these juxtapositions are channeled through and expressed by the organism is partly a matter of the communicative practices or systems in which the person is embedded. Then to be demonstrated to be true, the utterance must be shown to have emerged in the correct way from these interlocked systems of physical surround and communicative practice. 

IV.

     The content of these relations in virtue of which they are "correct" is essentially moral. Truth is accuracy: hitting the target: and people learn to hit the target by a discipline of archery, though of course almost anyone might get lucky from time to time. Likewise there are standards: sanitary or health-related standards if you like, epistemic/moral standards about facing and speaking the truth, about willing to see and willing to be revealed. This is the function of truth as a virtue or of keeping faith with the world and with oneself as a part and perceiver of the world. 

     If I could formulate this view about truth in a way parallel to Aristotle: what is, is true; what is not, is false: a simple and striking formulation, as you must admit. This is all very well and does indeed capture some of the ways the terms are commonly used. But it seems particularly inapt with regard to the semantic uses, especially when we move from propositions or sentences to utterances and inscriptions. For of course all such things that are, are, and so they are all true. It is impossible to say anything false. 

    Now in order to account for the possibility of false inscriptions or utterances, I want to refocus on the causal physical (and social and psychological) situation in which the u/i comes to be produced. If this situation is "correct" or "normal" then the u/i is true; false if the situation is distorted in various ways or by various factors. First of all, of course, the bits of the inscription have to latch on to bits of the world; they must have some external reference, however we may understand this, in a case where what one is talking about is external. So for example, if the situation is distorted by hallucination, if there's no guy out there with a champagne flute, but merely a figment of my imagination, then what I assert is false. The sounds and shapes have a reference external to the body of the person doing the uttering/inscribing (where one is not referring to specific states of oneself), but internal to the situation in which that body and the referent are located. (I should add that in my view, even a reference to your own dreams, pains etc implicate a referring situation that extends beyond the individual human body.)

     In addition, there are syntactic requirements and communicative conventions of the language: if you want to go pomo there are power relations which inform the speaker's environment and fix necessary conditions for truth.

     Truth on my view is radically non-epistemic: it means reality, which is on my view not a matter of what anyone thinks, or the forms of human consciousness. But semantic entities are produced in human consciousnesses, i.e. in physical systems of which human consciousnesses form a part (again, in my view consciousness is not internal to the person who is conscious). The conditions of truth for the semantic entities produced by such entities are similar to what a reliabilist or externalist etc might take to be conditions of knowledge: that the causal situation that produces the u/i be of a truth-preserving sort. 

      What sorts of events/causal juxtapositions/physical situations are the truth-preserving events/causal juxtapositions/physical situations? Here we deploy the Department of Redundancy Department: the truth-preserving relationships are those that include saying or writing of some real thing that it is a thing of a certain sort, when it is actually of that sort, or that it displays certain features, when in fact it does display those features, or that it is, when in fact it is. The resulting semantic chunk is "true to life," "true to the facts." And here, of course, we lurch into straight-up metaphysics.

       Creatures that imposed space and time on their experience - that structured their experience to respond to the structures of their consciousness - would merely be extinct or rather could never possibly have started up in an actual world. Transcendental consciousness is to be ruled out on transcendental grounds: it is incompatible with the necessary conditions of experience. Things that articulated a world out of language could never arise in a natural, material universe, and if they did they'd merely get killed by natural, material predators, which they could not detect from their exalted plane of experience. 

      Kant, Rorty etc have to be wrong because we are the products of an environment. If Darwin can teach us nothing else about ourselves, it's that we're built to be able to detect and respond to the real features of an environment. This feature of us - the "contingent" fact that we must to live know the environment in which we live and of which we form a part - is what makes the truth accessible, or bound up everywhere intrinsically with our basic perceptual and cognitive apparatus. The more subjective an experience, the more it is an operation of internal representations, for example, the more deranged the organism, i.e. the more detached from truth, i.e. the world. The more socially authorized is a belief in isolation from its environing conditions conditions, the more psychotic it is.

     At any rate I don't think the details of the truth-preserving causal situation are going to be exotic; they are the familiar decent perceptual situations: having a clear view, for instance, so that you you've got a reasonable relation to the object via the media of light and air. Unobstructed: whatever amounts to undistorted, in a reasonable state of alertness, etc. There will be more detailed scientific treatments of perception, of course, but insofar as they are true they give details of the decent truth-preserving fusion of object, medium (light, reflectivity of surface, brain impulses), human body. These are illuminated by the analogy to various terms that are substitutable in some contexts for 'true': the 'accuracy' of the observation; the fact that one remains faithful with the experience including its object. Directness helps: clarity, and a dose of the virtues.

     With regard to the utterer/inscriber, focusing with particular emphasis on that bit of the situation, as it were, this relation is irreducibly moral: it concerns intellectual virtues such as self-reflection, sincerity, honesty, assiduousness. It concerns the resolution to face and say the truth. Then truth as a property or aspect of semantic entities would be treated as derivative and, I suggest, primarily as perceptual and moral: the condition of the relevant segment of the world; the condition of the medium, the condition of the agent. It is interesting that the primary Greek term for truth, aletheia means essentially not forgetting, being in a position to render a full account, not repressing or concealing or mis-stating anything material. 

V.

We might say, in sum, that truth is reality, and that persons are parts of reality. We are traversed and transfixed by other bits, in processes such as perception and communication, as also in movement, ingestion and so on; persons merge into and emerge from situations. We produce true utterances and inscriptions as traces of that situation, calling into play an ethics of truth to situation, or a resolution to remain in it and know it. We can say what's true in virtue of being true, of being situated, entangled, consciously and resolutely, with things.
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