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Abstract
According to alethic primitivism, the concept of truth cannot be explicated by other concepts that
are more fundamental. Alethic primitivism consists of a set of positive and negative claims. The
positive claims are that the concept of truth is fundamental, explanatorily potent, central, and
important. The negative claims are that the concept of truth is unanalysable, indefinable, and
irreducible. In this thesis, I consider whether a compelling case can be made for this theory. To
that end, I discuss three of the strongest arguments in favour of it: Asay’s omnipresence argument,
the argument from conceptual fundamentality, and an abductive argument for alethic primitivism.
The omnipresence argument purports to show that truth is part of each and every proposition, and
hence that no non-circular analysis of it is possible. The argument from conceptual fundamentality
purports to show, first, that some concepts are fundamental and, second, that truth is one of these
concepts. The last argument, if sound, shows through abduction – that is, inference to the best
explanation – that primitivism is the best theory of truth on offer and so the one we should accept.
Although I reject the first argument and show that more work needs to be done in order
to establish primitivism based on the others, what emerges from the discussion is that primitivism
is an interesting, plausible, and defensible theory of truth. The conclusion I reach is accordingly
modest: alethic primitivism is an interesting theory of truth worthy of serious consideration and a
place among the major theories of truth.
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Introduction

Introduction
Truth is truth, and nothing else. By this, alethic primitivists don’t have in mind the trivial truth that
everything is identical to itself, but are claiming that truth cannot be explained by or analysed in
terms of other, more fundamental concepts. Nor do they claim that there is nothing to say about
truth, that “[a]ll we can do is urge each other to contemplate this mysterious notion, as if we were
tasting a particularly fine claret, and then pass on”, to use Baldwin’s memorable description
(1997:1). On the contrary, primitivists have a lot to say about truth: about how it relates to other
concepts, about its centrality to our thought and talk, and about how primitive truth unifies and
simplifies our theories about the world. Alethic primitivists take truth as a starting point from which
to explicate other concepts and as a central component in our best theories.
The goal of this thesis is to show that alethic primitivism is a theory worth taking seriously.
Although it has a handful of defenders – some of which are among the most prominent figures in
the analytic tradition – it is seldom mentioned as a contender to other theories of truth.
Furthermore, when mentioned it is often quickly dismissed as something only to be considered
when all other options are known to have failed. One reason for this dismissal is that primitivism
doesn’t try to answer what truth really is. Insofar as we have reason to hope that an adequate account
of truth in the form of either a traditional analysis or a deflationary characterisation of it is
forthcoming, we have reason to think that we can say something informative about what truth
really is. If we can do that, then primitivism is wrong. Another reason for why some are sceptical
of primitivism is that it allegedly leaves the notion of truth mysterious and incomprehensible. In
my opinion, primitivism is often too quickly dismissed. Hopefully you will agree after having read
this thesis.
This thesis is structured around three of what I take to be the strongest arguments for
alethic primitivism. Through the discussion of these arguments I hope to show that a good case
can be made for the theory. A good case, though not a conclusive one: I reject the first argument
and show that more work needs to be done in order to establish primitivism based on the others.
The conclusion – that primitivism is a defensible theory of truth worthy of a place among the major
theories of truth – is accordingly modest. This modest conclusion is in harmony with the
immaturity of the theory. Although primitivism has been defended since at least Frege and
important work has been done on primitivism in the past decade or so, it is still an underdeveloped
theory whose proponents are often satisfied with providing brief remarks in place of a full
characterisations of what (their versions of) the theory amounts to. Primitivism would benefit from
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more attention and detailed scrutiny; my claim is that the theory shows enough promise to deserve
just that.
The structure of this thesis is as follows. In chapter 1, I provide a rough map of the
landscape of theories of truth and where primitivism belongs in it. There I characterise primitivism
as an account of truth consisting of a negative and a positive claim. The negative claim is that the
concept of truth is (non-circularly) unanalysable, indefinable, and irreducible, and the positive that
truth is fundamental, explanatorily potent, central, and important. This, I take it, is the common
core tying together different versions of alethic primitivism. In the following section, I characterise
some of these versions: as will become evident, there is room for much variation in how the theory
is fleshed out. I end the chapter with a brief presentation of non-alethic primitivists theories.
In chapter 2, I discuss the Omnipresence argument by Jamin Asay. The premises doing
work in this argument is the identity thesis – the claim that the propositions that p and that it is true
that p are identical – and the claim that the concept of truth is part of it is true that p. If this argument
were sound, it would show that no non-circular analysis of truth is possible and so that truth is
primitive. In the two sections following the presentation of the argument, I show that neither of
the premises is sufficiently supported. I conclude that the argument does not succeed, so we have
to look elsewhere for an argument for alethic primitivism.
In chapter 3, I present what I call ‘the argument from conceptual fundamentality’. Versions
of this argument are found in Davidson (1996) and Asay (2013a), and it contains two premises.
The first says that some concepts are fundamental, and the second that truth is one such
fundamental concept. In section 3.1, I argue that some concepts are fundamental – at least on
many views of how concepts relate to each other. In section 3.2, I discuss some criteria for
fundamentality, criteria which I in section 3.3 argue that truth, plausibly, satisfies. The argument
strongly suggests that truth is primitive; however, more work needs to be done in order to establish
that it is. In the fourth and last section of chapter 3, I discuss whether the argument shows that we
should accept primitivism at least as a working hypothesis. I argue that this depends on whether
we should accept what I call the tolerant or the reductive view of primitives and argue in favour of
the tolerant view. I conclude that we should accept primitivism, at least as a working hypothesis
until presented with strong reasons to doubt it.
I present a new argument for alethic primitivism in chapter 4. It takes the form of an
abductive argument which aims to show, first, that primitivism can provide good explanations of
various phenomena and, second, that it can give better explanations than what other theories can.
In section 4.1, I show how abduction, or inference to the best explanation, is well suited to argue
for primitivism and provide examples of non-alethic primitivists who use abduction to argue for
2
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their theories. In section 4.2, I present an outline of the argument. Since this is not the place to
scrutinise other theories of truth and thus be in a position to argue that primitivism is the best
theory, the full abductive argument cannot be given here. Instead, I show how primitivism provides
good explanations and argue that it should, therefore, be taken seriously as a contender among
other major theories of truth. In section 4.3 I present some explanations in more detail. The section
starts with a discussion of which explanations in terms of truth would, if true, support primitivism,
and the rest of section 4.3 is structured around different kinds of explanations. In section 4.3.2 I
present some explanations that are unique to alethic primitivism and that can be given by any
alethic primitivist. In section 4.3.3 I present some explanations unique to Asay’s version of
primitivism, and finally, in section 4.3.4, I discuss explanations given in terms of an unspecified
notion of truth. I end the chapter with a discussion of explanatory virtues that are characteristic of
good theories and argue that alethic primitivism is a good theory based on these criteria. Although
what is said in this chapter is not enough to establish primitivism, it shows primitivism to be a
defensible theory and indicates a promising, new argumentative strategy which fruitfully can be
pursued by alethic primitivists.
In sum, although I don’t accept any of the arguments discussed in this thesis without
reservation, together they show that a good case can be made for alethic primitivism.

Before we start, let me add a brief note on notation. I will often talk about propositions – the things
that can be true or false, that we believe and doubt, and what’s designated by ‘that-clauses’ – and
when doing so provides clarity I will italicise the sentence expressing it. For example, I will write:
the proposition that some dinosaurs were really small is true. I will de-italicise names for propositions
when they occur inside other propositions, like this: that the proposition that some dinosaurs were
really small is true is true. I use ‘p’ as a variable in positions which should be filled out by expressions
designating propositions, e.g.: ‘p is true’, and use the same italicisation/de-italicisation convention
just outlined also for variables. I use single quotes for naming words, and also for schemas and
elsewhere where one might expect corner quotes, and use double quotes for sentences. Some use
the convention of writing terms designating concepts in small caps and terms designating
properties in italics: I don’t, but this convention will appear from time to time in quotes.
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Everything is what it is, and not
another thing.
(Bishop Butler 2006:44)

Chapter 1

THE PRIMITIVIST THEORY OF TRUTH

This thesis aims to show that alethic primitivism – primitivism about truth – is an interesting theory
worth taking seriously. I hope to show just that through the discussion of the arguments in the
next three chapters, but before we get there we need to know what alethic primitivism amounts to.
That is the topic of this chapter.
In section 1.1, I sketch a rough map of the landscape of theories of truth to better position the
primitivist theory and present the foils against which to understand it. This map will be far from
comprehensive: truth is one of those big topics in philosophy that has been studied throughout its
history and in all its traditions, being as central in Indian and Chinese as in Western philosophy.1
Here I only have the space to offer a brief sketch of the main theories in analytic philosophy. In
the first half of section 1.2, I present what I take to be the core of alethic primitivism as the view
that truth is unanalysable, irreducible, fundamental, explanatorily potent, and of central importance.
In the rest of section 1.2, I discuss variants of alethic primitivism, and briefly contrast it with
primitivist theories about other phenomena, such as knowledge, reasons, laws, and structure.

For an overview of theories of truth in Indian and Chinese philosophy, respectively, see e.g. Chakrabarti (1984),
Mohanty (1980), and Alexius McLeod (2016).

1
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1.1

THEORIES OF TRUTH
1.1.1

What is a theory of truth?

Before outlining some of the more influential theories of truth, it will be helpful to consider what
a theory of truth aims to achieve. What is it that a theory of truth attempts to explain? Truth,
obviously; but is that the concept or the property of truth, or the function of truth predicates in natural
languages, or something else? Here is a small sampling of questions which we may expect that a
theorist of truth attempts to answer:
o What is it for something to be true or false?
o Does truth have an underlying nature or essence? If so, what sort of nature does it have?
o What, if anything, can the concept of truth be analysed in terms of?
o Is truth a substantive (sparse, genuine, etc.) property, or is it merely a deflationary (logical,
abundant, etc.) property?
o Is truth an explanatorily potent notion, or is it merely of expressive use?
o What is the function of ‘it is true that…’, ‘…is true’, and similar expressions?
There are many other questions a theory of truth may want to answer, such as questions regarding
the (if any) value of truth, the nature of truth-bearers, what it is that makes truths true, and so on,
but I take it that the above questions raise issues of special centrality to any theory of truth. They
are questions about the concept and property of truth, and of what we’re doing when we are,
apparently, expressing the concept and ascribing the property. Some theories focus on questions
concerning the property or nature of truth, others focus on the concept and its proper analysis.
Still others try to show that these questions are unimportant: when we have accounted for how the
truth predicate functions in natural languages, we have said all there is to say about truth. Which
questions the truth theorist sees herself as trying to answer will, not surprisingly, influence her
answer.2
A theory of truth, I take it, is any systematic answer to questions similar to those just
mentioned; we’ll see a few examples shortly. This includes counting theories which hold that there
is nothing to say about either the concept or property of truth beyond the function of natural
language expressions like ‘is true’ as theories of truth, though the label fits the content rather poorly.
We can – being vague enough not to rule out specific accounts of concepts – take the concept of
truth to be what one has to possess in order to think of something as being true or as being not

See Künne 2003: chapter 1 for a detailed mapping of the landscape of theories of truth based on answers to questions
like these, and Kirkham 1992:20–1, 37 for a systematisation of what he takes to be the main research questions and
theoretical divides between different theories of truth.

2
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true. The property of truth is that (if anything!) which the concept picks out, the whatever-it-is that
all and only true truth-bearers have in common. Multiple concepts can pick out the same property.
For example, consider the concepts of water and what is under the ice of Jupiter’s moon Europa,
which both pick out the property of being a fluid composed of H2O molecules. In the following,
I’ll assume that we have one central concept of truth – the concept of truth. Clearly, we can think
of truth in other ways – say, as the topic for the present thesis or as Frege’s favourite object – but
I take it that the concept of truth enjoys a special place in our conceptual landscape and is of the
right granularity to be useful to theorise about.3 While this thesis is primarily concerned with the
concept of truth, in the following brief survey of theories of truth it will not matter much whether
we talk of concepts or properties, so I will be cavalier with the distinction.
1.1.2

Theories of truth

The landscape of theories of truth in contemporary analytic philosophy is commonly divided into
substantive (or inflationary) and deflationary theories.4 What distinguishes the two families of
theories? In the early days of deflationism, the divide was often taken to be about whether there is
a property of truth, or whether truth has an interesting, underlying nature, and whether ‘is true’ is
a ‘real’ or ‘genuine’ predicate like (say) ‘is red’.5 Nowadays most deflationists acknowledge that ‘is
true’ is a predicate expressing a property: the question is whether that property is substantive in some
interesting, metaphysical sense. Nic Damnjanovic has argued that (contemporary) deflationism is
better seen as the view that truth is merely a logical concept, akin to negation and disjunction,
rather than a concept like that of redness, solidity, or friendship, and that grasping this logical
concept fully reveals the nature of the property of truth (2010:45–58).6 Jamin Asay uses the
distinction between sparse and abundant properties to characterise the substantive/deflationary
divide, where a sparse property account for “genuine resemblances between objects” (2013a:105)
and an abundant property is whatever a predicate can pick out without any regard for the similarity
of the objects in its extension. Armed with this distinction, we can say that substantivism is the
claim that ‘is true’ stands for a sparse property and that deflationism says that truth is an abundant
property. It’s possible to be a substantivist or a deflationist about the property of truth, but also
about the concept of truth. Regarding the concept, the distinction between the two camps is often

As opposed to too fine-grained concepts – like being Frege’s favourite object – on the one hand, and too coarsegrained concepts – like being a concept investigated by philosophers – on the order.
4 See e.g. David 1994: chapter 1, Burgess and Burgess 2011, Lynch (ed.) 2001, Field 2001b: chapter 4, Soames 1999:
chapter 8, Glanzberg (ed.) 2018. Sometimes inflationary theories are referred to as ‘classical’ (Glanzberg) or ‘traditional’
(Burgess and Burgess) theories.
5 See e.g. Künne 2003:87–92 and Horwich 1998a:37–40, 141–4.
6 See also McGinn 2000 and Field 1992.
3
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taken to centre around the question of whether truth is an explanatorily potent concept (i.e.
whether the concept of truth can be used to explain other concepts and phenomena). We can say
that substantivism takes truth to be an explanatorily potent concept, while deflationism takes truth
to be merely of the expressive use (e.g. Williams: “contemporary deflationists are in broad
agreement [that] the function of truth talk is wholly expressive, thus never explanatory” (1999:547;
his italics)). For example, deflationists may try to explain away the appearance that truth is
explanatorily involved in claims like “true beliefs are useful” by saying that believing that there is a
tiger close by is useful if and only if (hereafter: iff) there is a tiger close by, believing that
immigration policy should be less restrictive is useful iff immigration policy should be less
restrictive, etc. The only way truth is involved, they may claim, is in generalising over all the
different cases, not in explaining what feature of true beliefs makes them useful.7
How, exactly, we ought to draw the distinction between substantive and deflationary
theories of truth needn’t bother us here.8 For the purpose of this thesis, we can say that
substantivism is the view that truth is an explanatorily potent concept and that the property of
truth is sparse, and that deflationism is the view that truth is a logical concept, the grasp of which
fully reveals the property it stands for – and that this property is abundant.
As we’ll see in section 1.2 below, primitivism is a substantive theory of truth in that it takes
truth to be a fundamental, explanatorily potent concept of utmost importance to our thought and
talk. Some primitivists are also primitivist about the property; but as we’ll see in section 1.2.2 there
is substantial disagreement between different primitivists about this. Unlike other substantivists,
primitivists don’t try to explain what truth is in more fundamental terms. In that sense it is closer
to deflationism, which doesn’t take truth to reduce to other rich and fundamental notions. Let us
now look at (non-primitivist) inflationism and deflationism, in turn, before turning to primitivism.
1.1.3

Substantive theories of truth

The most influential substantive theories from the last century are the correspondence, coherence,
epistemic, and pragmatist accounts of truth. What they all have in common is the view that the
concept (or property) of truth can be analysed or defined by, or reduced to, more fundamental
concepts (or properties). A forerunner to the correspondence theory can be found in Aristoteles’
claim that “to say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what

This hints at the centrality of some version of the truth-schema, e.g. “p is true iff p” (we come back to the schema in
section 1.1.4 below) to deflationism, which prompts Armour-Garb and Beall to say that “[w]hat distinguishes
deflationists from substantivists – what constitutes the heart of deflationism – is that the deflationists take the instances
of [the truth schema] to be fundamental, both conceptual and explanatorily” (2005:3, italics original).
8 See Wyatt and Lynch (2016:324–7) for a nuanced discussion of the distinction between contemporary substantive
and deflationary theories.
7
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is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is true” (Metaphysics, 1011b25, quoted in Künne 2003:95),
but this will not serve to distinguish correspondence from other theories. According to
correspondence theories, a truth-bearer is true iff it corresponds to the bit of the world that it is
about. The suitable entity for the truth-bearer to correspond to is often taken to be facts (state of
affairs), but there are also object-based correspondence theories.9 The correspondence relation can
be understood as an accordance or agreement with reality (Frege 1997:228),10 or as a “likeness of
structure, and correspondence of components to components” between truth-bearers and truthmakers (Burgess and Burgess 2011:70). Other ways to cash out the claim that a true truth-bearer
corresponds to some state of affairs is to say that they correlate to each other (in some sense yet
to be made clear), or that the truth-bearer correctly represents the truth-maker (e.g. David
1994:44).11
According to the coherence theory of truth, a proposition (or other truth-bearer) is true by
being a member of a coherent set of propositions, i.e. it has the property of truth in virtue of its
relation to other possible truths, and not its relation to what it is about. Some accounts of the
coherence relation takes it to be consistency between believed propositions; on other accounts a
proposition coheres with a set iff it is entailed by it, or if the propositions in the set are mutually
explainable (see Young 2018: sect. 1).12
Epistemic theories of truth hold, roughly speaking, that truth is a matter of being
(rationally) justifiable to us, whether at the end of scientific inquiry (Peirce 1878) or in ideal
epistemic circumstances (Putnam 1981).13 On this view, something is true iff we can recognise it
as such in favourable circumstances. This view is similar to pragmatic theories, where being true is,
roughly, a matter of being useful to us in the way that (say) believing that there is a tiger nearby is
useful iff there is a tiger nearby. On this view, something is true iff it is useful to believe (or: useful
in practice).14 The theories are not always distinguished. Both theories have their roots in James
1907 and Pierce 1878, and the pragmatist too believe that when we reach ‘the end of inquiry’ our

See Künne 2003: chapter 3 for an overview of different correspondence theories and what they take truths to
correspond to.
10 To avoid confusion: Frege is by no means a correspondence theorist.
11 For more on the correspondence theory, see e.g. David 2016, 1994: chapter 2, Künne 2003: chapter 3, Patterson
2003, Russell 1912, Burgess and Burgess 2011:70–2.
12 Early defenders of the coherence theory are Bradley 1907 and Joachim 1906. For more on the coherence theory,
see Lynch 2001b: chapter 2.
13 Putnam is sometimes characterized as a coherence theorist: see e.g. Young 2018: sect. 1. The line between these
theories is not entirely clear-cut: surely, the propositions which we are justified in believing in ideal circumstances will
form a coherent set. They are different enough, though, in what they take truths to be true in virtue of, and so I find it
informative to distinguish them (see the parallel discussion of the distinction between epistemic and pragmatist theories
in the main text above).
14 For more on the pragmatist view, see Misak 2004, 2018, James 2005, and Glanzberg 2018.
9
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beliefs will be coherent and useful. However, although the pragmatist believes that the end result
will be coherent, the coherentist need not believe that all our true beliefs are useful for us, and the
pragmatist account is motivated by general pragmatist views of philosophy that the coherentist
need not adhere to.
The coherence, epistemic, and pragmatist theories all in some ways hold that truth-bearers
are true (or false) in virtue of their relations to each other and to us, while the correspondence
theories hold that truth-bearers are true in virtue of their relation to the world external to truthbearers.15 Still, all these theories view truth as an important notion which can be used to explain
other concepts, and take truth itself to be analysed by, respectively, correspondence, coherence,
justification, and utility. There are other substantivist theories worth mentioning, in particular,
pluralist theories of truth. Pluralist theories are, as the name implies, more generous in what they
explain truth in terms of, and say that truth-bearers can be true in multiple ways.16 There are
different ways to cash this out; for one example, Lynch (2009) takes truth to be a concept which
picks out a property playing the truth-role, where a truth-role is played by whatever instantiates
some core truisms about truth (2009:72–4). Just as more than one property can (arguably) play the
pain-role, more than one property can play the truth-role. Or so the pluralists claim, thereby
opening up for incorporating whatever they find worth keeping from the foregoing theories.
1.1.4

Deflationary theories of truth

As we saw above, there is no agreed-on, definite way of distinguishing substantive from
deflationary theories, but here is the general picture, painted with broad strokes.17 Deflationists
don’t view truth as a substantive property that all and only truths have in common or as a deep,
philosophically interesting concept of which a revealing, reductive analysis can be given. There are
indeed something that all and only truths have in common – namely, being true – but there is no
underlying property which accounts for a similarity between all and only truths, on the one hand,
and all and only falsities, on the other.18 Instead, the deflationists hold that this property is
transparent or revelatory: by grasping the concept of truth one thereby knows everything there is
15 Except, of course, where the truth-bearer in question is itself about truth-bearers (e.g.: “that sentence is about truth”).

See e.g. Lynch 2001a, 2004, 2009, Wright 1994, 2001, 2013, Wyatt and Lynch 2016:329–30, and Pedersen and C. D.
Wright 2013.
17 See e.g. Stoljar and Damnjanovic 2014, Burgess and Burgess 2011: chapter 3, Künne 2003: chapters 2, 4, and Azzouni
2018 for critical surveys of deflationism; for collections of papers (mostly) on deflationism, see e.g. Armour-Garb and
Beall 2005, Blackburn and Simmons 2005, Lynch 2001: chapter 6; for some classical texts defending deflationary
theories of truth see e.g. Horwich 1998a, 2010, Quine 1970, Field 2001a, 2001b, Soames 1999, Grover 1992, Brandom
1994, and references in the text below.
18 See e.g. Horwich 1998a for a defence of a deflationary theory that views ‘is true’ as a predicate standing for a property,
although it is a property only in the minimal sense that “every term that functions logically as a predicate stands for a
property” (1998a:141); and Künne (2003:89): “The predicate ‘is true’, I have argued, is a genuine predicate, hence truth
is a property, under that prodigal reading under which whatever is ascribable by a genuine predicate is a property”.
16
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to know about the property (e.g. Damnjanovic 2010:48–50, Horwich 1998a:136, Lynch 2009:106–
7).
On this view, the traditional attempt at giving an analysis of truth in terms of more
fundamental concepts is misguided. The function of ‘is true’, ‘it is true that’, etc., is not to pick out
an important property but to contribute expressive ease: we use the truth predicate to express
generalisations (“everything I say is true”), blind ascriptions (“what I said yesterday was true”), and
‘semantically ascend’ from talk about the world to talk about language (if solar flares are massive,
then ‘solar flares are massive’ is true).19 Without such a predicate, expressing generalisations and
talking about beliefs and sentences we don’t know the content of would be difficult and awkward;20
if we never did these things we wouldn’t need a truth predicate or the concept it expresses. What
allows truth to play this role is the equivalence21 between the propositions22 p and it is true that p (or:
the proposition that p is true), which is why some version of the truth schema
It is true that p iff p
is so central to most deflationary theories. Possessing the concept of truth, it is sometimes said, is
nothing beyond recognising the equivalences captured by instances of the truth schema (e.g.
Soames 1999:229, Horwich 1998a:5).
Beyond this common core – very roughly, that there is no property of truth beyond what
is revealed by our grasp of the concept, which in turn is given by our acceptance of some variant
of the truth schema, and that the truth predicate fulfils some important linguistic and logical
functions – the deflationists theories differ. Let me very briefly say something about a few of them.
Of those theories which take the truth schema to be at the core of the function and content
of the truth predicate there is disagreement whether the primary truth-bearers are sentences or
propositions. If it is sentences, the result is some version of disquotationalism, and the schema
becomes
The sentence ‘p’ is true iff p.23
The basic claim is that ‘is true’ only functions to cancel out the quotation marks, and that this
function is both needed for, and is all that is needed for, fulfilling certain grammatical needs, in
See e.g. Quine 1970, Horwich 1998a, Soames 1999.
At least without substitutional quantification: as Horwich sees it, the benefits of the truth predicate is that with it we
can quantify over sentences in a way which otherwise would require substitution quantification (e.g. 1998a:4, fn. 1, 31–
3).
21 Whether that is material equivalence or something stronger.
22 Or other truth-bearer, such as a sentence, utterance, belief, etc.
23 The classic is Quine 1970; see also the discussion in David 1994, Künne 2003:226–48, Burgess and Burgess 2011:41–
4, and Stoljar and Damnjanovic 2014: sect. 3.
19
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particular when forming generalisations (“everything she says is true”) or expressing agreement
with a sentence which isn’t explicitly stated (“what she said yesterday is true”). Consider a sentence
of the form “everything the Prime Minister says is true”. This is a generalisation over all the things
she says, something which would require a distastefully long sentence if we could not quantify over
the sentences she utters. The generalisation is formed by quoting every sentence she utters,
attaching ‘is true’ to them and quantifying over all the sentences which now are of the form ‘x is
true’.24 Quantifying over the naked sentences would not do the trick since that would require the
variable to occupy both name and sentence position. Here the truth predicate comes in handy; but
we need not assume that it ascribes a substantive property to anything in order for it to work as a
generalisation-forming device.
A proposition based deflationism similar to Horwich’s minimal theory of truth exchanges
quotation of sentences for names of propositions, but are otherwise similar in claiming that (their
respective versions of) the truth schema tell us everything there is to know about truth.25 For
Horwich, a complete theory of truth can be given by all the (non-paradoxical)26 instances of the
schema
The proposition that p is true iff p.
Armed with this schema we gain such expressive utility as the ability to endorse unarticulated
propositions (“Einstein’s law is true” (1998a:31)) and to give finite generalisations (e.g. 1998a:3,
123). “The entire conceptual and theoretical role of truth may be explained on this basis” (1998a:5),
i.e. on the basis that from p we can infer the proposition that p is true, and from the proposition that p is
true we can infer p.
The following theories have less in common with both the general account of deflationism
outlined above and disquotationalism and minimalism, but are important deflationary alternatives.
The redundancy theory, as associated with Ramsey (1927)27 and Ayer (1936), says that
expressions like ‘is true’, ‘it is true that’, etc., is completely redundant. Whenever we say, e.g., “the
proposition that someday we will need exobiologists is true”, we say precisely the same as if we
were to say “someday we will need exobiologists”, and so do not say anything about a proposition
by calling it true (Ayer 1990:86). On this view, to say that some proposition p is true or false is just

See e.g. Quine 1970:11–2, Gupta 2005:286, and Newhard 2004:63.
See e.g. Horwich 1998a, 2010, Soames 1999:246–51, Künne 2003: chapter 6, Armour-Garb 2013, Field 1992, 2001b.
26 I.e. the substitution instances which does not give rise to the semantic paradoxes (1998a:40–3).
27 Not everyone reads him as a redundancy theorist: see e.g. Field 2001a and Le Morvan 2004.
24
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a stylistic variant of saying, respectively, p or its negation.28 The redundancy theory is the starting
point for a much more resourceful theory, the prosententialist theory of truth (Grover, Camp,
Belnap 1975, Grover 1992, Brandom 1994). According to prosententialism, the truth predicate29
does not ascribe a property to a truth-bearer but rather combines with sentences to form an
analogue of pronouns. The truth predicate has no independent content but stands in for the
sentence: it inherits the content of the sentence it stands in for the same way other anaphorical
expressions (e.g. ‘he’) inherit the content of their antecedent (e.g. ‘Robert’). Prosententialists claim
that ‘that is true’ and ‘it is true’ work as prosentences: when analysed properly, ‘it is true that p’ is
like ‘p. That/it [referring to p] is true’, which is more clearly anaphorical (Grover et al. 1975:91–2).
This concludes my very short survey of non-primitivist theories of truth; let us now turn
to alethic primitivism.

1.2

THE PRIMITIVIST THEORY OF TRUTH
1.2.1

Characterising alethic primitivism

As we’ll see in section 1.2.2 below, different versions of alethic primitivism differ in important
respects. One of the main differences is in whether they take the property of truth to be primitive,
deflationary, or something else. They are more uniform in what they take the concept of truth to be,
and for this reason the focus here is on the concept of truth. Alethic primitivism, as I understand
it here, is a combination of a negative and a positive claim. The negative claim is that the concept
of truth is (non-circularly) unanalysable, indefinable, and irreducible. The positive claim is that the
truth concept is fundamental, explanatorily potent, central, and important.30 Thus, it contrasts with
both traditional substantive theories and deflationary theories: on the one hand, primitivism says
that there can be no informative analysis of truth, but on the other it says that it is explanatory and
fundamental. Here are some ways that primitivists characterise their view:
TRUTH is fundamental in that it cannot be analyzed, defined, or explained in terms
of other concepts that are themselves more fundamental. (Asay 2013a:81)
Truth is obviously something so primitive and simple that it is not possible to reduce
it to anything still simpler. (Frege 1997:228)

See e.g. Künne 2003:34–7, Soames 1999:232–4, 1997:5–12, and Kirkham 1992:317–25 for critical discussion of the
redundancy theory.
29 To be precise, prosententialists hold that ‘is true’ is no real predicate but a fragment of a pro-sentence: see e.g.
Grover et al. 1975:83.
30 See e.g. Asay 2013a:81, Davidson 1996:264–5, McGinn 2000:104–5, Frege 1997:328, 228, Patterson 2010:21.
28
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The concept of truth seems simple in the following sense: it has no conceptual
decomposition, and no empirical essence or nature. We cannot analyse it into
conceptual constituents, and we cannot expect to discover a hidden underlying
empirical structure for it. Truth is primitive. (McGinn 2000:104)
[W]e cannot hope to underpin [the concept of truth] with something more transparent
or easier to grasp. Truth is … an indefinable concept. (Davidson 1996:265)
It’s important to note that these claims about truth can be given quite different readings depending
on one’s view of the nature of concepts and conceptual analysis. It is, for instance, somewhat
unclear what primitivism would amount to on a Quinean holistic or a Fodorian atomistic account
of concepts. Exploring what alethic primitivism can amount to on different accounts of concepts
and conceptual analysis would be interesting but also take us too far afield, so let me instead say
something on the account of concepts and analysis that sits well with how different alethic
primitivists present their view. I’ll have more to say on this in chapter 3 below, but for now I will
keep to the view of concepts and analysis which seems presupposed in the quotes just given.
The account of concepts assumed by the primitivists just quoted is roughly a definitionist
(or ‘classical’) view. Still roughly, this account has it that a concept is composed of (the concepts
in) its analysans. For instance, if the concept of truth is correctly analysed as correspondence
between a truth-bearer and a truth-maker, then this view has it that the concept of truth is
composed of the concepts of correspondence, truth-bearers, and truth-makers (as opposed to the
concept being, say, an ability or a prototype).31 Central to this view is a distinction between primitive
and complex concepts, where complex concepts are constituted by primitive concepts and
primitive concepts are unanalysable or simple. The primitive concepts occupy a very special place
in this conceptual structure: without them there could be no other (complex) concepts as there
would be nothing for them to be composed of. The primitive concepts lay the foundation for the
other concepts. The primitivist claims truth is one such unanalysable, foundational concept. (This
is oversimplified: I’ll complicate matters more in chapter 3 below.)
Saying that the concept of truth is unanalysable is to say that there could be no true, noncircular conceptual analysis of truth. There is no consensus on exactly what conceptual analysis is,32
so for the purposes of this thesis I’ll understand it (rather vaguely) as a systematic examination of
a concept in order to clarify its content and connections to other concepts. At best, the result is a

See e.g. Prinz 2002:32–48 and Margolis and Laurence 2014: sect. 2.1 for more on the definitionist/ classical account.
We need take no stand here on whether the primitive concepts are mental representations of some kind or functionlike entities.
32 For an overview illuminating how varied conceptions of conceptual analysis are, see the supplementary document
“Definitions and Descriptions of Analysis” in Beaney 2018. See also, e.g., King 2016, Strawson 1992, Jackson 1998,
Chalmers 2012, and Machery 2017.
31
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proper definition; a set of individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for when the
concept applies in terms of more fundamental concepts. Even in cases where we are not able to
get a full definition, an analysis of a concept should clarify what it involves and in what way it is
connected to other concepts. An analysis should reveal the content of the concept considered
“utilizing only concepts which, in the best case, are in some way prior to and independent of the
notion being analysed – or, if that is too much to ask, then concepts which at least permit of some
form of explication which does not in turn take one straight back to that notion” (Wright 2005:203–
4). That is, an analysis should not be circular, and at best it analyses a complex concept in terms of
concepts more fundamental (“prior to and independent of”) than the concept analysed. For
example, if the correct analysis of truth is in terms of coherence among beliefs, then even if this
doesn’t amount to an explicit definition it shows that truth is related to (say) belief and coherence,
and it shows these other concepts to be more fundamental: the direction of explication goes from
these other concepts to truth. Alethic primitivism says that neither this nor any other proposed
analysis of truth will be successful because it’s not possible to explicate the concept of truth in
terms of more fundamental concepts, at least not without going in a viciously small circle. The
concept of truth is itself one of the most fundamental concepts we have, the primitivists say, so
there are no more fundamental concepts underlying it which an analysis can reveal. In other words,
conceptual analyses should reveal the nature of complex concepts in terms of simple ones: alethic
primitivism says that truth is a simple concept, which rules out it being constituted by concepts
that are simpler still.
So much for what truth is not. What about the positive claim of alethic primitivism, that
truth is a fundamental, explanatorily potent, central, and important concept? Primitivism is a
substantive account of truth in that it takes truth to be central to and important in our conceptual
landscape, and in how it takes truths to be an explanatorily useful concept. Primitivism goes further
than other inflationary theories by claiming that truth is one of the most central and important
concepts we have (cf. Asay 2013a:82–3). According to primitivism, truth is part of the fundament
underlying many of our other concepts, and there are no more fundamental concepts which in turn
provides a fundament for truth.33 It is a concept which plays a large role in our cognitive lives; it’s
involved in much of our thought and talk and closely connected to other important concepts. This
can be seen from how truth appears all across everyday talk and theoretical explanations alike. By
its fundamental nature, truth is central to much of our cognitive and linguistic lives. Some
primitivists take it to be not only central to, but also essential for our other concepts:

33

I’ll have more to say about what characterises a fundamental concept in chapter 3 below.
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For the most part, the concepts philosophers single out for attention, like truth … are
the most elementary concepts we have, concepts without which (I am inclined to say)
we would have no concepts at all. (Davidson 1996:264)
There is another sense in which truth is central and important. According to primitivists, truth can
be used to explain many other concepts and phenomena; it is an explanatorily potent concept. If
we can avail ourselves of a primitive notion of truth, the primitivists say, then we can explain many
other important and puzzling phenomena like meaning, propositional attitudes, logical validity,
etc.34 We can use truth to explain other concepts and explain it better than if we were to take other
concepts as primitive, or try to do without a substantive notion of truth altogether. Or as Asay has
it,
[p]rimitivism offers a very appealing account of how a variety of key philosophical
notions fit together. In particular, the package primitivism has to offer is far superior
to what the deflationist can put forward. (2013a:259)
Primitivists take truth as an unexplained (and unexplainable) explainer, a posit which pays its way
by its usefulness in accounting for other concepts. If primitivism is correct, then truth cannot be
explained away but will figure as part of the basic conceptual machinery in our best theories.35
The positive claim of primitivism can be used to explain its negative claim: the concept of
truth cannot be analysed or reduced because it is one of the most fundamental concepts we have (cf.
Davidson 1996:264–5, Asay 2013a:81, McGinn 2000:104–5).
The positive claim – that truth is fundamental – is more central to the primitivist theory as
I understand it here than is the negative claim (that truth is unanalysable). Perhaps they are not so
different on the definitionist view of concepts assumed here on which a concept is fundamental iff
it is unanalysable, but it is clear that they can be separated. Here are two reasons for why I think
it’s worth separating them, and for why I take the claim that truth is fundamental to be more central
to primitivism than the claim that a truth is unanalysable (in addition, that is, to the fact that the
positive claim can be used to explain the negative one).
First, whether concepts, in general, can be given true, reductive analyses depends on what
concepts are – what the correct theory of concepts is – and how they relate to each other. The
history of attempted analyses can make one doubt that it is in general possible;36 if that is so, there
is still something that sets primitivism apart from other inflationary theories, namely the claim that
truth occupies an especially important and central place in our conceptual landscape and that there
are no concepts more fundamental than truth (like coherence, correspondence, etc.) which can be
See chapter 4 for more examples.
I’ll have more to say about truth’s explanatory potential in chapter 4.
36 See chapter 3 for more on this.
34
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used to explain what truth is. So one can hold that truth is set apart from other concepts by being
especially central etc. even if all concepts are unanalysable. One can also hold that truth is
unanalysable but not fundamental or important if one holds an atomistic view of concepts according
to which almost every concept is unanalysable, and also thinks that truth has no special place in
our conceptual landscape. So fundamentality need not be tied to analysability.
Second, there can be many reasons for why it’s impossible to give an informative reductive
analysis of a concept. One reason may be that the concept in question is so insubstantial that there
is nothing there to analyse, or so unimportant that there is no reason to pursue an analysis of it.
This is clearly not what primitivists have in mind when they say that truth is a primitive concept.
As I see it, this is because the focus of primitivism is on the fundamentality, and not the
unanalysability, of truth.37
The foregoing is, I take it, the common core of alethic primitivism; in the following section
I’ll very briefly present some of the versions of this theory so that we can get a sense of the variety
of primitivist theories of truth.
1.2.2

Variations of alethic primitivism

With one book and multiple papers defending alethic primitivism,38 Jamin Asay is certainly the
philosopher who has done most to present primitivism as a serious contender to other theories of
truth. According to Asay’s brand of primitivism, the property of truth is metaphysically deflationary
and of no explanatory use, but the concept is “substantive, fundamental, and foundational”
(2013a:81). As mentioned above, Asay invokes the distinction between sparse and abundant
properties to explain the substantive/deflationary divide.39 Sparse properties are the properties
which ground real similarities and causal differences between different objects; abundant properties
do not. (Compare this to the grue/green predicates, or the properties of, respectively, being a cat
and being either a cat or having eaten soup.) According to Asay, the property of truth is abundant:
there is no similarity-grounding property that all and only truths have. Science fiction is underrated is
true because science fiction is underrated, Miuna is four years old is true because Miuna is four years

37This,

however, is arguably not well aligned with Moore’s (and perhaps Russell’s) early version(s) of alethic
primitivism. As Baldwin says, “Moore in his 1899 paper “The Nature of Judgment,”… writes that “what kind of
relation makes a proposition true, what false, cannot be further defined, but must be immediately recognised,” and he
goes on to say that the immediate recognizability of this relation makes it comparable to colors like red” (1997:1–2).
Neither the ‘immediate recognisability’ nor the similarity to red singles truth out as a fundamental or central concept.
Compare this to Frege, another early primitivist, who also took truth to be unanalysable but was more
concerned about what (according to him) truth could provide the fundament for. As we’ll see below, McGinn takes
the fundamentality-over-unanalysability view to the extreme when he says that truth is fundamental but still analysable
(2000:96, 104–5).
38 E.g. 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2018, forthcoming.
39 Here he is following Lewis (1983, 1986) and Armstrong (1978).
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old, porridge is tasty is true because porridge is tasty: these propositions are not similar, their reasons
for being true are not similar, and there is nothing ‘deep’ that connects them (see Asay 2013a:
chapter 4).
His view on the concept of truth is roughly the one outlined in section 1.2.1, with two
important additions: that the propositions p and it is true that p are identical (the identity thesis) and
that the concept of truth is part of each and every proposition (the omnipresence thesis). These
claims play a central role in his account, as we’ll see in both chapter 2 and, briefly, in chapter 4
below, and they are both inspired by Frege’s primitivism, to which we now turn.
Truth is an absolutely central and explanatory notion in Frege’s philosophy. For instance,
he defined propositions, judgement, and assertion partially in terms of truth (1997:327–9), took the
referent (Bedeutung) of every true sentence to be the object True (1997:158), and logic to be
concerned with discovering “the laws of truth” (1997:325, 228). As to the identity thesis, Frege
claimed that the propositions (thoughts) expressed by “p” and “it is true that p” are identical. “The
thought expressed in these words [‘that it is true that sea-water is salt’] coincides with the sense of
the sentence ‘that sea-water is salt’. So the sense of the word ‘true’ is such that it does not make
any essential contribution to the thought” (1997:323; see also 328).
From this quote we can see that there is a second part to this thesis: that nothing is added,
or contributed, to a thought by predicating truth of it. What distinguishes ‘is true’ “from all other
predicates is that predicating it is always included in predicating anything whatever” (Frege
1997:228). This is Frege’s version of the omnipresence thesis. This thesis surfaces in Frege’s use of
‘the horizontal’: the sign functioning as a truth predicate which he attached to every declarative
sentence in his logical notation, and which makes explicit what he thought was implicit in each and
every declarative sentence (e.g. 1997:130–49).
In the approximately 80 years after Frege’s defence of alethic primitivism in “The Thought”
(1918), Donald Davidson was nearly the sole advocate for the theory, and he has certainly been
the most influential alethic primitivist since Frege. Central to his account is the usefulness of taking
truth as primitive: the main reason for his focus on truth is that it helps him to account for meaning
and linguistic understanding. In particular (as we’ll see in more detail in chapter 4), Davidson claims
that the best way to give a theory of meaning is through a Tarskian theory of truth (see e.g. his
1967). If we can give a theory which allows us to generate, for every sentence of a language, a
theorem stating the meaning of the sentence then we have given a theory of meaning which does
everything we need it to do. Or so Davidson claims; and he thinks that this can be done by utilising
the concept of truth. Davidson thereby takes the concept of truth to be “a crucially important
explanatory concept” (1990:313), and thus a substantive and explanatorily potent concept.
17
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But given that truth is substantive, why believe that it is primitive? Well, exactly because it is
so important. As Davidson puts it, extending the passage quoted earlier:
For the most part, the concepts philosophers single out for attention, like truth, … are
the most elementary concepts we have … Why then should we expect to be able to
reduce these concepts definitionally to other concepts that are simpler, clearer, and
more basic? We should accept the fact that what makes these concepts so important
must also foreclose on the possibility of finding a foundation for them which reaches
deeper into bedrock (1996:264)
We will return to the attitude expressed here in chapter 3 below.
Douglas Patterson states his theory of truth somewhat differently from the other
primitivists considered here. He takes primitive concepts to be those with circular conceptions,
where a conception is “a set of putatively conceptually analytic claims” involving the concept
(2010:21). This, in turn, is what anyone possessing the concept (is disposed to) believe about the
concept upon reflection. A correct theory of truth, on Patterson’s view, must capture all the beliefs
about truth that truth-possessors have, or, “state the actual conception of truth, the one that
includes all and only claims that anyone who has any beliefs that anything is true must be disposed
to accept [about truth] upon consideration” (2010:13).
What beliefs do possessors of truth have about what it is? “Most folks”, Patterson says,
would say, if asked, that truth is, you know, truth, while the more adventurous might
hazard that true things are things that ‘say how things really are’, etc., while lacking
anything to say about ‘saying how things really are’ other than that it is saying that
things are true. Since this is so, it shouldn’t surprise us that the known theories of truth
– offered, as they are, as analyses of the ordinary concept – likewise fail to have
anything both true and informative to say about truth. (2010:21)
He argues that all true claims by non-primitivist theories of truth are circular (see e.g. 2010:19), and
that any non-circular claims made by such theories are false. But this, Patterson thinks, is not a
problem as the true claims from various theories of truth capture the meaning of the concept
correctly: it just so happens that this is a circular (i.e. primitive) concept.
Colin McGinn provides yet another version of alethic primitivism. According to him, truth
is a fundamental concept that “form[s] a conceptual bedrock” (2000:104), and it is “is a simple
unanalysable property that can be defined” (2000:105). Thus he presents an idiosyncratic version
of primitivism which takes truth to be definable. The distance to other primitivist theories is not
too vast, however, as the definition he proposes is not the kind of definition a substantivist theory
of truth is likely to accept. McGinn defines truth as the one and only self-effacing property
(2000:96), where this means that truth is the only “property whose application conditions can be
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stated without making reference to that property” (2000:95). This is because the right-hand side of
the truth schema ‘p is true iff p’ states that application conditions for truth without mentioning it
at all. This definition of truth can be challenged on the basis that also other properties are selfeffacing in this way,40 and by saying that providing a unique way of referring to a property is not
necessarily to give a revealing definition of it.41 (Compare how we could uniquely pick out truth by
the definition “x is true iff x is Frege’s favourite object”: this clearly doesn’t reveal the nature of
truth.) Whether or not this is a serviceable definition of the property of truth, McGinn takes the
concept of truth to be unanalysable and fundamental, and a concept which stands “underneath all
our other concepts” (2000:105).
Some other philosophers have defended alethic primitivism. In particular, Ernest Sosa
(1993a, 1993b, 2001) and Trenton Merricks (2007) have presented primitivist theories,42 and
Boghossian (2010), Lowe (2009), and Armstrong (2009) have expressed their sympathies with the
view. In spite of this, alethic primitivism is a relatively underdeveloped theory. Often the proponent
of primitivism does not provide more than a handful of statements characterising the
unanalysability and fundamentality of truth, leaving unarticulated both what, exactly, these
statements amount to and how they come together to form a complete theory of truth (e.g. Frege,
Davidson, Patterson, Sosa). Some of the reason for this can probably be attributed to its
unpopularity: primitivism has not yet received the amount of detailed scrutiny many other theories
of truth enjoy neither in presentation and defence of the view nor in objections on which to base
refinements of the theory. Although there are some exceptions – most notably Asay’s theory –
with most versions of primitivism there are serious questions to be asked about what the theory
amounts to besides more-or-less specified claims about unanalysability and fundamentality.
As is evident from the different views outlined above, alethic primitivism is – like most
other theories of truth – not one theory but a set of different theories held together by a common
core. Unless stated otherwise, by ‘alethic primitivism’ I intend to refer to any theory which contains
the common core outlined in section 1.2.1 – that truth is unanalysable, irreducible, fundamental,
important, and explanatorily potent; for much of the following discussion it will not matter which
specific theory we have in mind. This diversity of primitivist theories of truth is the main reason
for why the focus here is on the concept, and not the property, of truth. The different theories say
wildly different things about the property of truth (compare e.g. Asay and McGinn), and not
everyone is a primitivist or even substantivist about the property. The focus in this thesis will be

For this kind of critique, see Wrenn 2004.
For this kind of critique, see Asay 2013a:90.
42 See Asay 2013a:88–94 for a presentation of their respective views.
40
41
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on what the alethic primitivists have in common, which is the negative and positive theses outlined
in section 1.2.1 above about the concept of truth.
1.2.3

Non-alethic primitivist theories

Primitivism, in general, is often viewed as a non-starter. Primitivists do, after all, take the central
concept of their subject matter and claim that it cannot be analysed, explicated, or made clearer by
less intimidating concepts. This can give a sense of avoiding the topic or dodging the important
questions. But primitivist doesn’t claim that we should stop doing work on truth or whatever other
concept she takes as primitive; only that this work shouldn’t centre on analysing or explicating the
concept. Primitivism about a concept takes that concept as a starting point for further analysis and
explanation, not as the endpoint of analysis. In order to see alethic primitivism as a respectable
theory, it can be instructive to see what other primitivist theories have been offered. Different
primitivist accounts have been defended for a whole range of philosophically interesting concepts:
in many cases, a good case can be made that the concept in question is fundamental. Here I’ll very
briefly mention a few non-alethic primitivist theories, some of which we’ll return to in chapter 4 as
examples of other primitivist theories defended through abductive arguments.
G. E. Moore is perhaps the most well-known primitivist due to his defence of primitivism
about goodness and, incidentally, yellowness in his Principia Ethica (1903):43
If I am asked ‘What is good?’ My answer is that good is good, and that is the end of the
matter … it cannot be defined, and that is all I have to say about it … just as you cannot,
by any manner of means, explain to any one who does not already know it, what yellow
is, so you cannot explain what good is. (1903:6–7; see also p. 9)
Just as Moore takes goodness to be the fundamental normative concept, so T. M. Scanlon (1998,
2014) takes reasons to be the unexplained explainer of normativity.44 As he says,
I will take the idea of a reason as primitive. Any attempt to explain what it is to be a
reason for something seems to me to lead back to the same idea: a consideration that
counts in favour of it. “Counts in favour how?” one might ask. “By providing a reason
for it” seems to be the only answer. (1998:17)
Scanlon thinks that reasons are fundamental, and that they “might be fundamental in the further
sense of being the only fundamental elements of the normative domain, other normative notions
such as good and ought being analyzable in terms of reasons” (2014:2).

He was also primitivist about truth for a while. See Baldwin 1997 and Asay 2013a:51–65 for a discussion of his
version of alethic primitivism.
44 See also Derek Parfit 2011 for a defence of reasons primitivism.
43

20

Mariona E. Miyata-Sturm

Chapter 1: The Primitivist Theory of Truth

Timothy Williamson argues that the “working hypothesis should be that the concept knows
cannot be analysed into more basic concepts” (2000:33) and so should be taken as primitive (we
come back to Williamson in chapter 4).
Not surprisingly, quite a few metaphysicians defend one kind of primitivism or another. It
is likely that some things are fundamental (cf. chapter 3), and it’s the metaphysicians job to discern
and describe the most fundamental facts about the world. Which notions are most fruitfully taken
as primitive is an important and difficult question to answer – and something we’ll come back to
throughout this thesis, albeit for the most part indirectly – but some answers are that structure is
primitive (Theodore Sider 2011), that laws of nature are primitive (Tim Maudlin 2007), that
naturalness is primitive (David Lewis 1983) or that possible worlds are primitive (Lewis 1986). (We
come back to Sider 2011 and Lewis 1986 in chapter 4 when discussing abductive arguments for
primitivism.)

1.3

CONCLUSION

This concludes my brief survey of theories of truth and primitivist theories. Most of the various
accounts of alethic primitivism are not so much primitivist theories as brief remarks on taking truth
to be primitive (e.g. Frege, Davidson), or arguments that it is primitive without giving a full account
of what that means (e.g. Patterson). Still, through these glimpses of how proponents of the theory
construes it we see some of the various forms primitivism might take. Central to all accounts is the
claim that the concept of truth is unanalysable, indefinable, or irreducible, and that it is a
fundamental, explanatorily potent, central, and important concept.
We began this chapter with an ever-so-brief survey of the landscape of theories of truth,
and have seen that primitivism is a substantive view, taking the concept (or property, or both) of
truth to be substantive and explanatorily potent. Where it differs from other inflationary theories
is in claiming that it is not possible to give an analysis or reduction of it. In this respect, it is close
to deflationism. Whereas deflationists think that there is no substantive, underlying nature of truth
to give an analysis of, primitivists claim that any analysis in more fundamental terms will fail because
truth itself is as fundamental as it gets.
So far we have seen what primitivism can be; but why believe that this is the correct theory
of truth, or even a serious contender to traditional theories? In the next three chapters, I’ll discuss
three different arguments for primitivism. I take these arguments to be some of the strongest
arguments in favour of the theory, and so take it to be well supported if and to the extent that at
least one of these arguments hold good.
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Truth is thereby to be found inside any purported
definiens of truth. For whatever claim is used to reveal the nature of truth,
that very claim already employs truth, and so the purported
definition is circular. (Asay 2013a:149)

Chapter 2

THE OMNIPRESENCE ARGUMENT
If Jamin Asay is right, then the concept of truth is part of each and every proposition. This rather
surprising claim provides an elegant way of arguing for primitivism: if truth is part of every
proposition, then it is impossible to give a non-circular analysis or elucidation of truth since any
analysans will itself contain the concept. In this chapter, I argue that Asay has not provided us with
compelling reasons to believe that he’s right.
The omnipresence argument has two central premises: 1) that ‘p’ and ‘it is true that p’
express the very same proposition, and 2) that ‘it is true that p’ contains the concept of truth. This
chapter is structured around discussion of these premises: after presenting the argument in section
2.1, I discuss premise 1 in section 2.2 and premise 2 in section 2.3. Premise 1 is the identity thesis
(for short: Identity) and it is one of the central elements of Asay’s primitivist theory. Some of what
Asay presents as arguments for Identity is not much more than statements of it, or so I argue in
section 2.2.1. The other two arguments for the thesis which I discuss here are insufficient to
establish it as they quickly lead to a stand-off regarding the truth of a central premise (sections 2.2.2
and 2.2.4). I conclude that the support Asay provides for Identity is inconclusive at best. In section
2.3, I’ll show that also premise 2 is insufficiently supported. Premise 2, which claims that the
concept of truth is part of the proposition it is true that p, is essential in deriving the omnipresence
thesis – the claim that every proposition contains the concept of truth – from Identity. In section
2.3.1 I discuss a thought experiment with which Asay aims to show that premise 2 holds good and
argue that it is seriously flawed. In sections 2.3.2 and 2.3.3 I show how Asay’s defence of the
identity thesis (premise 1) stands in the way of accepting premise 2 at face value. In sections 2.3.4,
2.3.5, and 2.3.7 I show that the premise is incompatible with different accounts of propositions,
but argue that this can be fixed by modifying the premise. In sum, I find that we should reject the
omnipresence argument, at least until provided with a new and stronger defence of its central
premises.
22

Mariona E. Miyata-Sturm

2.1

Chapter 2: The Omnipresence Argument

THE OMNIPRESENCE ARGUMENT
2.1.1

Presenting the argument

The Omnipresence argument is a reductio of the claim that the concept of truth can be non-circularly
analysed. Here’s how Asay presents the argument in his book The Primitivist Theory of Truth:
(1) For all p, the thought that p is identical to the thought that it is true that p (premise 1)
(2) For all p, the conceptual content that composes the thought that p is identical to the
conceptual content that composes the thought that it is true that p (from (1))
(3) For all p, TRUTH is a part of the conceptual content that composes the thought that it is
true that p (premise 2)
(4) For all p, TRUTH is a part of the conceptual content that composes the thought that p
(from (2) and (3))
(5) Suppose, for some C, that truth can be non-circularly analysed as follows: for all truthbearers q, q is true iff C (premise 3)
(6) TRUTH is not a part of the conceptual content that composes the thought that C (from
(5))
(7) TRUTH is a part of the conceptual content that composes the thought that C (from (4))
(8) Contradiction (from (6) and (7))
(9) There is no C such that truth can be non-circularly analysed as follows: for all truth-bearers
q, q is true iff C (reductio ad absurdum on (5) through (8)). (Asay 2013a:166)
The argument contains two significant premises: that the thought that p is identical to the thought
that it is true that p (premise 1), and that the concept of truth is part of the thought that it is true that
p (premise 2). Premise 3 and the rest of the argument is needed to establish the contradiction, but
premise 1 and 2 do all the interesting philosophical work in this argument. Accordingly, in the rest
of this chapter I’ll only be concerned with these two premises.
Premise 1, Identity, says that the content of a thought expressed by a declarative sentence is
identical to the content of the thought expressed by same sentence with truth operator added. For
example, it says that “science fiction is underrated” and “it is true that science fiction is underrated”
express the very same thought. No-one would deny that the sentences that can be used to express
this content can be different. In the sentences “Juno orbits Jupiter” and “It is true that Juno orbits
Jupiter”, for instance, one has more – and different – words than the other, and they can perhaps
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be used differently. The claim is rather that the content is identical, whether it is expressed with many
words or few.45
Identity can, of course, mean two radically different things: either that the concept of truth
is part of every thought, or of none. We can call the claim that truth is part of no thought ‘the
redundancy thesis’: according to it, the concept of truth isn’t the kind of thing that can be part of
a thought even though ‘truth’ is part of the sentence expressing it (we come back to this in section
2.3.2 below). Asay, on the other hand, believes that Identity shows that the concept of truth is part
of every thought. This view is what he calls ‘the omnipresence thesis’ (for short: ‘Omnipresence’),
and it is one of the most central theses of his theory.46 According to Asay, “[w]hen we’re
contemplating a thought, we’re already contemplating its truth, and so there’s nothing left to add
that isn’t already present” (2013b:509): the concept of truth is present in every thought, so adding
it is true that does nothing more than make it explicit that it already contains truth.
Since both the omnipresence and redundancy theses can follow from it, Identity on its own
cannot establish that the concept of truth is part of every thought. What Asay needs to show is
that the concept of truth is part of the thought that it is true that p, and that is why he needs premise
2.
Premise 2 is the claim that the concept of truth composes, or is part of, the thought that it
is true that p. Assuming that thoughts are structured entities composed of concepts, premise 2 seems
innocuous. After all, if thoughts are what is expressed by declarative sentences, each meaningful
word in a sentence contributes to the thought it expresses and concepts are what is expressed by
(lexical) words, then it seems clear that truth is part of the thought expressed by, say, “it’s true that
solar flares are massive”. But we can’t evaluate this premise before we know how its central terms
– ‘concept’, ‘thought’, and ‘compositionality’ – are to be understood, and these are terms which
have received significantly differing interpretations in the literature. As I argue in the next section,
‘thought’ as used in this argument is synonymous with ‘proposition’. On some accounts of
propositions, premise 2 is an almost trivial statement of propositional constituency; on others it is
simply false. So don’t be fooled by its innocent appearance: premise 2 is not trivial, and it is central
to the omnipresence argument.

Note that Asay claims that the identity is between the thoughts p and it is true that p, not between p and p is true
(2013a:152, 2013b:507). I’m not sure it makes any meaningful difference whether we use the truth operator or predicate
as part of an expression of a proposition. As Horwich notes, “[w]e can construe ‘It is true that p’, on a par with ‘It is
true what Oscar said’, as an application of the truth predicate to the thing to which the initial ‘It’ refers, which is supplied
by the subsequent noun phrase, ‘that p’” (1998a:16, fn. 1). This, however, makes no difference in the following
discussion so I’ll not go into it here.
46 Asay has, at various points, presented different versions of this thesis, but although the content has changed
somewhat its central place in his theory has not.
45
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To return to the omnipresence thesis, Asay defines it as the conjunction of the following
claims: “that for any sentential expression p, the thought that p is identical to the thought that it is
true that p … [and] that the concept TRUTH in some sense forms part of the conceptual content
of any thought whatsoever” (2013a:152–3). The first claim is the Identity thesis, that is, premise 1
of the omnipresence argument. The second claim follows from Identity together with the premise
2, which says that the concept of truth is part of it is true that p: if these two premises hold good
then the concept of truth is part of every thought. If Omnipresence is true, it has the interesting
consequence that there could be no non-circular analysis of truth, since any attempted analysis will
end up with an analysans that itself contains the concept of truth. We come back to the significance
of this shortly, but first we need to address an issue which has surfaced a few times already: namely,
how we are to understand ‘thought’.
2.1.2

Thoughts and propositions

Talk of ‘thoughts’ is dangerously ambiguous between talk of mental states and the content of such
states. It is clear that Asay takes ‘thoughts’ to refer to the content of mental states: “a thought, that
is, a truth-apt content suitable for judgement, belief, assertion, and the like” (2013a:153).47 Such
truth-apt content is commonly called a ‘proposition’, and in the following, I’ll use ‘proposition’
instead of ‘thought’ in order to avoid the ambiguity. There are many different accounts of what
propositions are and what we need them for, but for our purposes it’s enough to note that they are
entities posited to fill the roles of i) the (truth-apt) content of declarative sentences, ii) what thatclauses designate, and iii) the objects of the so-called propositional attitudes. Think of them as
whatever objects that can fill these roles and thereby be the meanings of declarative sentences and
what synonymous sentences, in the same or different languages, have in common.
It may be objected that I hereby load the argument with more commitments than it
originally has, for Asay claims that he can be neutral regarding the existence and nature of
propositions. As he says, “I am officially neutral on the existence or nature of propositions, so I
shall avoid making any arguments that indispensably presuppose their existence” (2013a:27). But
he cannot uphold this neutrality. First, he cannot be neutral on the existence of propositions. The
omnipresence argument itself apparently presupposes the existence of propositions (understood
as truth-apt content which, on some theories,48 are composed of concepts): until he indicates how
to rework the argument so that it doesn’t presuppose the existence of truth-apt content composed

In his earlier writings, that is (see his 2013a, 2013b). In his (forthcoming) he uses ‘thought’ to refer to mental states and
not propositions, but since he’s not concerned with the omnipresence argument there it has no direct bearing on this
discussion. (We’ll come back to this in chapter 4.)
48 See section 2.3 below for discussion of accounts of propositions which deny that they are composed of concepts.
47
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of concepts, we can safely assume that it does indeed presuppose the existence of propositions.
Second, he cannot be neutral on the nature of propositions as the argument, as he presents it, is
incompatible with a number of different accounts of what propositions are (as we’ll see in sections
2.3.4–2.3.7 below). This forces him to either assume a specific reading of the nature of propositions
or modify the argument.
I don’t think that I, by calling the kind of thoughts Asay is talking about ‘propositions’,
load the argument with extra theoretical baggage, for two reasons. First, what can be substituted
for the variable ‘p’ in the argument is declarative sentences, and, clearly, it is what the sentences
express (and not the pixels on your screen) that is important here. Thus, Asay has already specified
that he needs a certain something, and that something is often called a proposition. Second, it is
unclear what (if anything!) ‘proposition’ refers to, with theories of what they are ranging from
structured complexes of abstract or concrete entities, via possible worlds, through to speech act
types. Until we specify what we take propositions to be, we have not said much more than that it
is something which can be asserted, believed, and expressed by a declarative sentence.49
2.1.3

The significance of the omnipresence argument

So, if the omnipresence thesis holds good then truth cannot be (non-circularly) defined, since any
definition will already contain the concept of truth. This means that if the argument is sound, all
other theories of truth are shown to be false.50 This is clearly the case for traditional inflationary
theories that try to define truth as correspondence, coherence, or any other (allegedly) more
fundamental concept. For instance, the definition
for any p, p is true iff p corresponds to facts
is, if the omnipresence thesis is true, identical to
for any p, p is true iff it is true that p corresponds to facts.
But this definition is blatantly circular through its use of the definiendum (truth) in the definiens, and
so cannot be a correct and non-circular definition of truth. Even theories that don’t try to give a
(finite) definition of truth would be shown to be false if omnipresence is correct. For instance, if
the concept of truth is given by all51 the instances of the truth schema

Cf. Quine: “What are true or false, it will be widely agreed, are propositions. But it would not been so widely agreed
where it not for ambiguity of ‘proposition’” (2001:473).
50 Except for theories which say that truth can be defined though only circularly so (e.g. Gupta and Belnap 1993). This
poses no threat to Asay as it in effect take truth to be primitive: that is, not non-circularly definable by more
fundamental concepts.
51 Or all the non-paradoxical instances of the schema: see e.g. Horwich 1998a:40–3.
49
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it is true that p iff p
then, by Omnipresence, the defining schema becomes
it is true that p iff it is true that p
– it’s certainly not possible to find a more openly circular or trivial schema. In sum, all theories that
say that truth can be reduced to, analysed, or defined by anything that doesn’t involve truth are
false, if Omnipresence is true. In other words, the success of this argument has serious ramifications
for our theorising about truth.
Note that the omnipresence argument alone cannot show that truth is an explanatorily
potent and important concept (it would ‘only’ show truth to be unanalysable, indefinable,
fundamental and central). Though it would be surprising if a concept which showed up in each
and every proposition failed to be explanatory and important, establishing that requires an
additional argument. The omnipresence argument concerns what I in chapter 1 called the negative
claim of primitivism – that truth cannot be (non-circularly) defined, analysed, or reduced – and
parts of what I there called the positive claim of primitivism – that truth is fundamental and central.
If Omnipresence is true then truth is fundamental in that it cannot be explicated by concepts not
involving it, and it is central to our thought and talk by being contained in each and every
proposition we can token.
If the omnipresence argument is sound, then the concept of truth is unanalysable, and so
central to our mental and linguistic lives that we cannot think or express any propositional thought
without invoking it. The rest of this chapter is concerned with figuring out whether we should
believe that it is sound.

2.2

THE IDENTITY THESIS

To find out whether the omnipresence argument is sound we need to explore its two central
premises in more detail. This section is concerned with premise 1: the claim that the proposition
that p is identical to the proposition that it is true that p. This claim (the identity thesis) is likely to be
the part of the argument met by most resistance: assuming that a sentence’s surface structure is a
good indicator of the proposition expressed by it, and that ‘true’ express the concept of truth, it
seems on the face of it that sentences like “we ought to treat non-human animals better” and “it’s
true that we ought to treat non-human animals better” express different propositions, and that only
the latter includes the concept of truth. Many will also be sceptical of the identity thesis because of
its association with the redundancy theory of truth, which holds Identity and says that ‘is true’ and
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similar expressions are redundant (this is obviously the opposite of Asay’s position). This is an early
deflationists theory which few, if any, truth theorists hold today.52 This theory is held in disregard
not only because of its redundancy thesis but also because Identity is a big step away from a
commonsensical view of content.53 The further from common sense a view is the stronger
motivation one needs to accept it; the redundancy theorists have not been able to provide strong
enough reasons to convince many of the identity thesis.
Asay has done a better job at motivating the identity thesis, as I’ll show in section 2.2.1.
The rest of this section is an investigation of the arguments he gives in favour of the thesis. As I’ll
argue in sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.4, these arguments are at best inconclusive. If that is right, then we
should not accept the premise, and consequently, not accept the conclusion of the omnipresence
argument.
2.2.1

Motivating Identity

Frege is probably the best known defender of the identity thesis. He claimed that the propositions
expressed by ‘p’ and ‘it is true that p’ are identical. In his paper “The Thought” he formulates
Identity as follows: “the sentence ‘I smell the scent of violets’ has just the same content as the
sentence ‘It is true that I smell the scent of violets’. So it seems, then, that nothing is added to the
thought by my ascribing to it the property of truth” (1997:328).54 And in “My Basic Logical
Insights”: “The thought expressed in these words [‘that it is true that sea-water is salt’] coincides
with the sense of the sentence ‘that sea-water is salt’. So the sense of the word ‘true’ is such that it
does not make any essential contribution to the thought” (1997:323).
The problem with this defence is that it isn’t an argument for Identity at all, but a statement
of it. What is in question here is exactly whether p and it is true that p are identical: merely to be told
that they are gives us no reason to believe it. Nonetheless, the way Frege here ‘argues’ for Identity
has been adopted by Asay in his arguments which we can call, respectively, the addition and the
separation argument; I’ll discuss them presently. Even though they don’t work as arguments for
the thesis they work well to motivate it, as they present us with cases where some, like Frege and
Asay, judge that two beliefs, statements, acts, etc., have the same content, exactly when Identity
predicts they should.

See e.g. Grover et al. 1975:78, Horwich 1998a: 38, 122; Künne 2003:51, Damnjanovic 2010:45, Soames 1999:232–4
for a handful of deflationists who clearly distance themselves from the redundancy theory.
53 E.g. Burgess and Burgess 2011:43–4, Künne 2003:51–2.
54 What Frege called ‘thoughts’ is what I call ‘propositions’. For Frege, a thought is the sense of a declarative sentence,
and a sense is, roughly, a mode of presentation of an expression’s referent. Frege famously took (declarative) sentences
to refer to either of the truth-values (for him: the object True or the object False (e.g. 1997:158)), and so a proposition
(for him) is a mode of presentation of a truth-value.
52
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Addition. Asay uses what we may call the omnipresence thesis of existence that both Hume
and Kant held to introduce his view (2013a:154, 2013b:508–9). This view has it that (say) thinking
of something as existing and simply thinking of that thing is the very same act. To use a Humean
example, to think of a golden mountain is just to think of a golden mountain as existing. “Similarly,
if I ask you to consider whether kangaroos live in Australia, and then to consider whether it’s true
that kangaroos live in Australia, I have not asked you to do two separate things. Hence, just as
adding existence to an idea adds nothing, so too does adding truth to a thought add nothing”
(2013a:154–5). ‘Adding truth to a thought’ is, presumably, to combine the concept of truth with a
proposition in a way that would result in a new proposition if Identity was false, the way that e.g.
‘adding’ the concept of (being) supermassive to the proposition that there is a black hole at the centre of
our galaxy can result in the proposition that there is a supermassive black hole at the centre of our galaxy. The
addition argument says that the acts of considering p and of considering the truth of p are identical,
but it’s clearly meant to generalise to all acts involving p, such as hoping, denying, asserting,
believing, presenting, judging, etc. that p.
Separation. This is something of a mirror image of the addition argument: if p and it is true
that p are not identical, then it should be possible to token (express, entertain, grasp, think of, etc.)
one without tokening the other. They should be separable. You should be able to think that it is
raining without thinking that it is true that it is raining, and the sentence “it is raining” should not
express the proposition it is true that it is raining. It should be possible to take conflicting attitudes
towards them: you should be able to believe that Norwegian black metal is not what it once was
without believing that it is true that Norwegian black metal is not what it once was, and hope that
it is true that there is life on other planets without hoping that there is life on other planets. But (or
so the argument goes) it doesn’t seem possible to separate them in this way, so p and it is true that
p are identical (Asay 2013b:509, Frege 1997:328).
However, the question is exactly whether the proposition expressed by e.g. “there is a black
hole at the centre of our galaxy” is the same as the proposition expressed by “it’s true that there is
a black hole at the centre of our galaxy”, and so whether you do two different things when
evaluating the truth of these sentences, and whether it’s possible to have conflicting attitudes
towards the proposition(s) expressed by them. Opponents of Identity will think that p and it is true
that p can be separated, and that something is added to p to form it is true that p. They think that
the acts of evaluating p and evaluating the truth of p are distinct acts, although p and it is true that p
are true under exactly the same conditions. (Compare this to how one might think that p and not
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not-p are distinct although they necessarily share truth-conditions.)55 Nothing besides the identity
thesis itself is offered in the addition and separation argument, so no reason to accept it is
presented. At best, they can be taken as an attempt at shifting the burden of proof over to the
opponents of Identity: some find these examples persuasive, and also those who don’t find it
intuitive that Identity holds good should find the closeness between p and it is true that p intriguing.
It seems clear to me, however, that more than these examples is needed to shift the burden and
accept the identity thesis as the default view. It’s seldom clear who has the burden of proof in any
controversial case, however, so let’s instead turn to arguments which aim to provide direct support
for Identity.
2.2.2

The substitution argument

Asay doesn’t present the following as a separate argument, but it is clear that most of his arguments
for Identity requires that some version of this argument is sound.56 If not, relying on apparently
successful instances of substitution would not be a feasible way of arguing for Identity. The
substitution argument can be set up as follows:
1. If we can always substitute one expression for another without any change in truth-value,
then the two expressions have identical content
2. We can always substitute ‘it is true that p’ for ‘p’ without any change in truth-value
3. So ‘it is true that p’ and ‘p’ have identical content
Clearly, we can substitute e.g. “Juno orbits Jupiter” for “it is true that Juno orbits Jupiter”, and vice
versa, without changing the truth-value when these sentences are not embedded in other sentences.
But what about when they are embedded, as in e.g. “Asay believes that ( )”? We can always, or so
the argument goes, substitute ‘it is true that p’ for ‘p’ in belief (and other) contexts without any
change in truth-value. For instance, we can substitute “Asay believes that Juno orbits Jupiter” for
“Asay believes that it is true that Juno orbits Jupiter”, and vice versa, without changing the truthvalue of the sentence.
Assuming for the moment that they are indeed substitutable salva veritate, why believe that
expressions which can be freely substituted for each other are identical in content? Here is one
reason. If substitution works in all contexts, including belief and other opaque contexts, then there
You might turn this around and argue by analogy that since (say) not not-p is identical to p, and this case is relevantly
similar to the truth case, p and it is true that p are also identical. The trouble with this is that it’s not clear why one should
think that not not-p is identical to p (as opposed to simply necessarily equivalent) or even that the cases are relevantly
analogous.
56 A version of this argument was presented by Frege in his “Logic” (1997:244).
55
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is no reason to postulate that the expressions that can be substituted for each other have distinct
content. In other words, there is nothing to distinguish the contents of two expressions if they
always behave the same way. And if there’s nothing to distinguish them then we should assume
that they are identical – at least until we are given a good reason to believe otherwise.
2.2.3

Replies

I’ll discuss two replies to this argument. The first is that this argument is likely to end up in a standoff between those who accept and those who deny premise 2 (i.e. that we can always substitute ‘it
is true that p’ for ‘p’ without any change in truth-value). The second is that substitution alone cannot
show that two expressions have identical content, so premise 1 fails.
First: can we always substitute ‘it is true that p’ for ‘p’ without any change in truth-value?
Some agree with Asay that this is a basic fact about the concept of truth; for instance, here is
Crispin Wright expressing a similar view: it “would seem to be an absolutely basic and constitutive
characteristic of the notion of truth, that P and “It is true that P” are, as it were, attitudinally
equivalent: that any attitude to the proposition that P – belief, hope, doubt, desire, fear, etc. – is
tantamount to the same attitude to its truth” (2001:782, fn. 1).57 Many will agree with Asay and
Wright that ‘it is true that p’ and ‘p’ are ‘attitudinally equivalent’. If most competent speakers do,
that is good support for the substitution claim.
But consider someone like Kevin Scharp, who believes that the concept of truth is
inconsistent and ought to be replaced (at least in some contexts). On his view we might not be able
to substitute it is true that p for p in e.g. Kevin believes that p, because instead of that belief Kevin
believes either it is true1 that p or it is true2 that p, where ‘true1’ is ascending truth and ‘true2’ is
descending truth (e.g. 2013:146–7). If it is possible to replace the concept of truth with something
else then someone who has successfully replaced her concept of truth will not entertain propositions
like it’s true that p, but instead propositions like it’s true1 that p. And if that is possible, then we cannot
always substitute p for it’s true that p salva veritate. That is, if something like Scharp’s position is
coherent, then we cannot always substitute one for the other; so premise 2 is false. I must admit
that I see no good reason to deny that it is coherent. Asay, however, does: “so long as I am inclined
to describe a person as believing that p, I am equally inclined to describe that person as believing
that it is true that p” (2013a:158), and “I find the description of asserting one without thereby
asserting the other incoherent” (forthcoming, p. 19).

57 However, note that this ‘attitudinal equivalence’ is weaker than Identity. If substitution is a sure indicator of anything,

it may well be that it’s only an indicator of attitudinal equivalence and not of Identity. I’ll not argue the case here since
I have graver doubts about the substitution argument – see the other replies in the main text.
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For those who are unsympathetic to Scharp’s project: here is another example which may
show that substitution salva veritate isn’t always possible.58 Assuming that the concept of truth this
part of its true that p so that Identity amounts to the omnipresence thesis (that truth is part of every
proposition), this requires everyone who is in a position to token (entertain, grasp, etc.) any
proposition to possess the concept of truth. This requires small children and other conceptually
impaired people to possess the concept of truth and to token it whenever they token a proposition.
William Alston finds this incredulous:
Isn’t it clear that a toddler could carry on a conversation … without being able to
claim, as implicitly as you like provided it is a genuine claim, that the propositional
content of the original utterance is true, or even that any proposition is true, lacking at
that point the conceptual development necessary for making such a claim? (2007:13)
The claim about claims is not necessary: it may be that the child has just not learnt the words ‘true’
or ‘truth’ or their synonyms in her language. We can still raise the question: isn’t it clear that a
toddler could think (say) that she is hungry without thinking that it’s true that she is hungry? If so,
then we cannot always substitute p for it’s true that p, so premise 2 is false.
Asay would say that this position, too, is incoherent, and this is one way that the
substitution argument might get us nowhere: by ending in a stand-off of intuitions about content.
Some fancy that they can substitute ‘it is true that p’ for ‘p’ freely, some fancy that they can’t. If all
we have to go on is intuitions about when substitution is possible then there’s not much more to
say: there are no premises here that both sides can agree on, nothing to say that doesn’t beg the
question against the other position. This is not necessarily to say that the argument fails – it is, after
all, exceedingly hard to find interesting and informative arguments where everyone can agree on
all of the premises – but it shows that this isn’t a very effective way of arguing for the identity thesis
and, ultimately, for primitivism.
2) Here is another reason to be sceptical about the substitution argument. Even if it is
possible to substitute it is true that p for p in belief (and other opaque) contexts without changing
the truth-value, is that a sure indicator that the propositions are identical? In other words, is the
substitution test a good test for propositional individuation? Let’s assume, for the sake of argument,
that which part of the equivalent pair is used doesn’t have any bearing on the truth-value of the
belief report they are embedded in. From this fact alone, are we entitled to infer that they are
identical? No, because propositions are theoretical entities whose individuation depends on much
more than speakers’ intuitions about the content of statements, so these intuitions are not a sure

Thanks to Conrad Bakka for pushing me to say a bit more about this, and to Max Johannes Kippersund for his
scepticism about small children’s possession of the concept of truth.
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guide to the individuation of propositions. If speakers’ intuitions were all that mattered to the
individuation of propositions, then a strong and widespread intuition that e.g. “some believe that
vaccines cause autism” and “some believe that it’s true that vaccines cause autism” expressed the
same proposition would arguably show us that these sentences have the same content. But
intuitions are not the only thing that gets factored in when we try to figure out how propositions
are individuated. Propositional individuation depends, for instance, on the theoretical utility of the
larger framework within which it is embedded – that’s why possible world-propositions are still a
live option even though they are much too coarse-grained to conform to speakers’ intuitions about
content – and on other semantic and non-semantic theses, like (say) accounts of definite
descriptions and exactly how context affects content. If this is correct, then premise 1 of the
substitution argument fails: it’s possible that we can always substitute one expression for another
without any change in truth-value, but that the two expressions nonetheless have distinct content.
A full assessment of this objection requires going through different theories of propositions
and the various individuation criteria which, implicitly or explicitly, underlies these accounts. That
would take us too far afield, so I’ll leave this objection as a challenge to proponents of the
substitution argument: perhaps it can be worked around rather easily, perhaps not, but to show
either requires more work.
2.2.4

Explanatory difference and belief ascriptions

A few of Asay’s arguments for Identity are based on the lack of empirical difference between it is
true that p and p, and relatedly, the explanatory indifference of saying either that someone believes
that p or that it is true that p (2013a:156–8, 2013b:509–10). He sums up the main points of the
arguments when he says that
[t]o deny omnipresence, one must articulate some possible phenomenon that could
only be accounted for by appeal to the thought that p, but not the thought that it is
true that p (or vice versa). There could never be any situation where only one of those
was true, so the phenomenon would have to involve someone’s taking a cognitive
attitude toward one of them but not the other. … Could there be someone who
believes that p but not that it is true that p [at the same time]? … [S]o long as I am
inclined to describe a person as believing that p, I am equally inclined to describe that
person as believing that it is true that p. (2013a:157–8; italics original)
We can separate this into two challenges to the opponent of Identity: 1) she must show that there
is some explanatory difference between saying that p and that it is true that p, and 2) she must show
that it’s coherent to ascribe conflicting attitudes towards p and it is true that p. If these challenges
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cannot be met, Asay says, then we should accept Identity on pain of an unnecessarily inflation of
content.
First, showing that there is some potential explanatory difference between p and it is true
that p is likely to strike the opponent of Identity as an almost trivial task: everyone who believes
that there is more to it is true that p than simply p will think that an explanation by means of the first
is different than one made by means of the latter. Perhaps saying that it is true that p is to say that p
has a truth-maker (whereas saying that p is not): if so, there is an important explanatory difference
between saying that p and saying that it is true that p. The difference lies in explicating the relation
between a true proposition and what makes it true. Or perhaps saying that it is true that p is to say
that p corresponds to the facts: if so, there is an important explanatory difference between saying
that p and saying that it is true that p, where the difference lies is in explaining what the truth of a
proposition amounts to as opposed to merely expressing the proposition. And so on. Almost
anything anyone is likely to use the concept of truth to explain will show that it is true that p or any
other explicit truth-ascription to have more explanatory potential than p. To deny this is to deny
that concepts like truth-making and correspondence, or any other concepts one may invoke to
explicate what’s going on in truth-ascriptions, play any explanatory role. (These are, of course,
merely potential explanations: they are such that if they were true then they could explain various
facts. If they are wrong, they are, arguably, unable to explain anything.)
But what Asay is asking is for his opponent to show in what way p and it’s true that p are
explanatorily different: what can only be explained by invoking one and not the other? Well, the
examples given in the previous paragraph indicates some potential explanatory differences. The
question becomes one of who has the burden of proof: is it on Asay to show that explanations in
terms of it’s true that p say no more than explanations in terms of p, or is it on the opponent of
Identity to show that the explanations are distinct? There may be no definite answer to the question
of who has the burden of proof, but since Asay’s proposal runs contrary to the commonsensical
views that expressions made with and without the truth operator have distinct content and that the
concept of truth is not necessarily possessed by everyone who can token a proposition, it seems to
me that the burden is on him.
Second, the example of Kevin Sharp and his two replacements for the concept of truth I
gave above (section 2.2.3) shows – I believe – that it can be coherent to ascribe conflicting attitudes
towards p and it is true that p. If that is right, then the second challenge Asay poses to those who
deny Identity is easily met. Asay may of course argue that even though Sharp believes that he can
think that p but not that it is true that p (because, say, he believes that truth is a defect concept and
has replaced all inconsistent concepts in his own thought and talk), he is deluding himself: there is
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no difference between the thoughts, so anyone who believes she can entertain one without the
other is wrong. Against Alston Asay may argue that even though he (Alston) thinks that children
can think that they are hungry without thinking that it’s true that they are hungry, he is simply
wrong – there just is no difference between the thoughts. At best, I think such an argument would
lead directly to a new stand-off between the proponent and opponent of Identity. Sharp and Alston
thinks they can separate them; Asay thinks he cannot. It is doubtful that we can resolve such a
stand-off without introducing strong and principled criteria for propositional individuation;
unfortunately, this is not the place to try to do so.
2.2.5

Taking stock

We have now looked at most of Asay’s arguments for Identity, and there are two things about
them that I find especially noteworthy. The first is that much of his support for Identity is not
given in the form of arguments but as a description of cases where it may seem strange to
distinguish between the propositions that p and that it is true that p (the addition and separation
‘arguments’, section 2.2.1). This is clearly not enough to establish Identity: most people, I wager,
would find not distinguishing the propositions far more strange, and presenting them with the cases
from section 2.1 is not to give them a reason to accept the thesis.
The second noteworthy feature is that the arguments (the substitution argument, section
2.2.2, the challenge of explanatory difference, section 2.2.4) quickly end in a stand-off. Some think
that they can freely substitute p for it’s true that p, some don’t. Some think that there is an explanatory
difference between p and it’s true that p, some don’t. The conclusion to draw from this is that the
support Asay provides for Identity is inconclusive at best. If that is right, then one of the central
premises of the omnipresence argument is insufficiently supported. That, in turn, means that we
can regard the argument as having failed, unless and until we are provided with new, strong reasons
to believe that the identity thesis holds good.
There may be good reasons to accept Identity which we haven’t considered here. In
particular, there may be some explanatory benefits that follow from accepting the thesis: I’ll present
some reasons to think so in chapter 4. In the meantime, however, I think it’s safe to assume that
this premise is not sufficiently well defended to accept as true. But even if we find good reasons to
accept premise 1, the omnipresence argument is not out of the woods yet: in the next section, I’ll
discuss some reasons for why one may want to reject premise 2.
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2.3

THE PRESENCE OF TRUTH

The second premise of the omnipresence argument is the claim that the concept of truth is part of
the proposition that it is true that p. This premise is essential to establishing truth’s omnipresence
from the identity thesis. As mentioned above, Identity is compatible with both the claim that truth
is never present in propositions and that it is always present, so the argument requires that truth be
part of it is true that p for the conclusion to follow from Identity.
In the first half of this section, I discuss Asay’s defence of premise 2 and argue that it
doesn’t hold up. Then I turn to a discussion of why he cannot simply accept the premise at face
value. As we’ll see towards the end of this section, Asay can perhaps get away with it if he explains
why surface structure is a good indicator of content in premise 2 but not in premise 1 (section
2.3.3), and if he modifies the premise in the ways I’ll outline below (sections 2.3.6 and 2.3.7).
However, these modifications do nothing more than allow the premise to be compatible with
different accounts of propositions: accepting them is not to provide a strong defence of premise
2, only to open up for the possibility that it be accepted as a default claim.
2.3.1

Asay’s defence of premise 2

Most, it seems safe to say, accept that the meaning of words like ‘true’ and ‘truth’ contributes to
the meaning of sentences like “it is true that dodos are extinct”. A prima facie reason to believe that
they contribute content goes as follows: propositions are what is expressed by (declarative)
sentences, and they are composed of what each meaningful expression that composes the sentence
expresses. The proposition expressed by “whales are mammals” – that is, the proposition that whales
are mammals – is composed of what is expressed by ‘whales’, ‘are’, and ‘mammals’ – that is, the
concepts of whales, mammals, and whatever ‘are’ contributes.59 To understand the sentence (grasp
the proposition) one must possess these concepts. Analogously, the sentence “it’s true that whales
are mammals” expresses the concepts of whales, mammals, and truth, possession of which is
required to understand the sentence and the proposition it expresses. Or so we would expect, based
on the surface structure of the sentence and the rough notion of concepts and propositions
assumed. The default assumption is certainly that every meaningful expression contributes content
to the sentence it’s part of. And ‘true’ and its cognates are surely meaningful, so unless and until
we have reason to believe otherwise we should assume that ‘true’, just like ‘whales’, contributes
content to the sentences it’s part of. Assuming that (at least lexical) words express concepts and
declarative sentences express propositions, we arrive at the view that the concept of truth is part
Plausibly, ‘are’ contributes structure (as opposed to independent content) by indicating how the semantic value of
the first term is predicated of the second. Since the focus here is on whether ‘true’ contributes content we don’t need
to bother with details regarding the copula.
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of the proposition expressed by ‘it is true that p’. If we take (this part of) the surface structure of
the sentence at face value then we accept that in sentences like the example above truth is
predicated of the proposition that whales are mammals.
The foregoing provides, at best, an initial reason to assume that premise 2 – that the
proposition that it’s true that p contains the concept of truth – is correct. It depends on too crude
an understanding of the central terms (‘proposition’, ‘concept’, ‘compositionality’) to carry the
weight of one of the central premises of the omnipresence argument. (Remember the Quine quote
from chapter 1: “What are true or false, it will be widely agreed, are propositions. But it would not
have been so widely agreed where it not for ambiguity of ‘proposition’” (2001:473).) As we’ll see
below, in sections 2.3.2–2.3.7, there are many ways to challenge this initial formulation and defence
of premise 2. Because of this, it’s necessary that he provides stronger reasons to accept the premise;
but because of its importance to the omnipresence argument, it would be wise to have the premise
supported by more than its initial plausibility anyway.
So, what reasons does Asay give for thinking that the proposition that it’s true that p contains
the concept of truth? In his book-length defence of primitivism (2013a), he has this to say about
the presence of the concept of truth:
Even opponents to omnipresence should find it plausible that TRUTH forms part of
the content of the thought that it is true that p; otherwise, they would have no basis for
thinking that the thought that it is true that p is somehow conceptually richer than the
thought that p. (Asay 2013a:158; italics original)
But this is no defence of the premise: it is just making explicit that he assumes that the reader, too,
will accept something like the intuitive picture just outlined.
Although Asay doesn’t argue directly for premise 2, he does give a thought experiment
meant to support the (omnipresence) thesis that truth is part of every proposition, from which it
follows that truth is part of it is true that p. I don’t think the story is successful in establishing
omnipresence, but the moral he draws from it is interesting.60 Let me quickly go through the
thought experiment and my objections to it before discussing the conclusion Asay draws from the
experiment.
Consider two persons, A and B, which are stuck on a remote island “with only a coin to
toss” (2013a:160). They speak “a semantics-free fragment of English [which] includes (or is even
limited to) these two sentences: (H) The coin landed heads [and] (T) The coin landed tails” (ibid.).
A tosses the coin, hiding the result from B. A “typically utters (H) when the coin lands heads, and
(T) when it lands tails, and always shows the result to [B] afterwards” (2013a:160–1). But sometimes
60

He also presents a variant of this thought experiment in (forthcoming, p. 20–1).
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A utters (T) when the coin lands heads, and vice versa, and when she shows it to B they have a
good laugh. B “understands what it is for [A] to tell the truth, and [B] fully understands the
distinction between truth and falsity as well … The moral of this story is that the concept of truth
is a part of [A]’s and [B]’s cognitive lives, in spite of ‘true’ not being a part of their linguistic lives”
(2013a:161). Furthermore,
[t]he concept of truth enters their mind not when ‘true’ does, but when they form any
thought at all … The case … shows that it is appropriate to attribute to them a concept
of truth (as revealed by their ability to engage in belief, assertion, deception, etc.) in
spite of having no truth predicate in their language … [T]heir behavior involves the
kinds of activities that are indicative of possessing TRUTH, activities that they could
not perform without having the concept. (ibid.)
I have two problems with this story. First, that they react to amusing deception the same way we
(i.e. possessors of the concept of truth) do is baked into the story. Asay assumes that they would
react the way we would, and that these reactions would reveal possession of truth, but that is exactly
what’s in question here. The conclusion Asay draws from the case – that the acts of people without
any alethic vocabulary reveals that they possess the concept of truth – is baked into the description
of it, so we cannot conclude that A and B possess truth.61 Second, I don’t think the story generalises
the way Asay needs it to. Even if the story showed that one must possess the concept of truth in
order to lie, it doesn’t show that “an ability to believe, judge, assert, deceive, deny, etc.” (2013a:162)
requires the concept of truth. It may be that deception is an especially sophisticated capacity
requiring possession of the concept of truth.
Consider just how problematic this is for the defence of the omnipresence argument if I
am right in rejecting this thought experiment: Asay cannot accept premise 2 at face value, has not
presented an argument for it, and we have reason to reject the thought experiment which is
constructed to show that acts we engage in require the concept of truth. However that may be, the
conclusion Asay draws from the thought experiment is interesting in its own right. Allow me a
lengthy quote:
the evidence that someone has a concept of truth is not revealed by an ability to wield
‘true,’ but by an ability to believe, judge, assert, deceive, deny, etc. To see this, we need
to appreciate a basic fact about concepts, which is that they allow us to sort and
categorize the world that we experience … [W]hat is constitutive of possessing the
concept TRUTH is an understanding of the difference between something’s being true
and not being true, and we don’t need ‘true’ to have that … To truly understand the
Also, it could be the case that B laughs when A says H even though the coin landed tails because she finds it funny
when A says “the coin landed heads” even though the coin landed tails, and similarly for when A says “the coin landed
tails” even though it landed heads. There is nothing here necessarily involving more than a deflationary account of
truth: truth may enter the picture only as a generalization device for when one wants to explain what all these cases
which B finds funny have in common.
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thought that p, then, must understand the distinction between the truth of p and the
falsity of p. In effect, if one is insensitive to the distinction between p and not-p, then
one does not understand p. It follows that a concept of truth is also necessary for
forming beliefs, making assertions, and the like. (2013a:161–2)
But this is problematic. First, there are many theories aiming to account for these acts and attitudes
which doesn’t (overtly) rely on the concept of truth.62 So at least until he says more about why
these accounts are either wrong or covertly rely on truth it’s too hasty to conclude that truth is
“necessary for forming beliefs, making assertions, and the like”.
Secondly, from the fact that understanding the distinction between something’s being true
and not being true is constitutive of possessing the concept of truth, it doesn’t follow that one
must possess the concept of truth to form a proposition. It may well be that possessing the concept
of truth requires understanding what it means for something to be true or false (i.e. not-true) but
does not require being able to express this with ‘truth’ or any other linguistic expression. For what
it’s worth, I find it convincing. But it does not follow that understanding e.g. “grass is green”
requires possession of the concept of truth. To understand that sentence, one must understand the
distinction between grass being green and grass not being green (and perhaps between grass being
green and not-grass being green), and similarly for understanding “Notre Dame is burning”, “the
cat is on the mat”, etc. To understand the proposition expressed by “Notre Dame is burning”, one
needs to understand the distinction between Notre Dame burning and Notre Dame not burning:
not (necessarily) the distinction between it being true that Notre Dame is burning and it being false
that Notre Dame is burning (or it being true that not: Notre Dame is burning).
Accepting that understanding the distinction between true and not-true is constitutive of
possessing the concept of truth is one thing, but it doesn’t follow from this that one needs to
understand the distinction between being true and being not true to form a proposition. (Compare:
to possess the concept of a proposition one must be able to think of things as being and not being
a proposition, but it doesn’t follow that to think of a proposition one must think of it as being a
proposition or as not being a proposition.)
It’s perhaps worth mentioning that we can perfectly well paraphrase the distinction between
grass being green and grass not being green as, respectively, it being true that grass is green and it
being false that grass is green. But it being possible to paraphrase ‘p’ as ‘it’s true that p’ and ‘not-p’
as ‘it’s false that p’ is not the same as showing that possession of the concept of truth is necessary

See, for instance, some of the papers in Chan 2013 for ways to account for belief without making explanatory use
of truth, and some of the papers in Brown and Cappelen 2011 for the same for assertion, and Horwich 2010 for a full
deflationary picture including a deflationist-friendly account of acts and attitudes.
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for grasping the non-paraphrased propositions. So this argument is unable to establish that truth
is part of it is true that p.
Despite the lack of direct support, it may seem like premise 2 – that the proposition that it
is true that p contains the concept of truth – is on secure enough footing as an intuitively plausible
claim. But as I claimed above and will show in the following sections, there are many ways to
challenge premise 2. Here I discuss a handful of them. In sections 2.3.2 and 2.3.3 I show how
Asay’s defence of the identity thesis (premise 1) stands in the way of accepting premise 2 at face
value. In sections 2.3.4, 2.3.5, and 2.3.7 I show how premise 2 is incompatible with three different
accounts of propositions. This makes the premise dependent on specific accounts of propositions
and so seriously restricts its applicability. However, there are ways of modifying the argument
which avoids some of the challenges discussed here: I’ll present the modifications in sections 2.3.6
and 2.3.7. The resulting modified version of premise 2 avoids these problems with the original
formulation, but perhaps at a cost to other aspects of Asay’s version of alethic primitivism.
2.3.2

The threat from the redundancy thesis

This and the following section outlines two reasons based on the identity thesis for why Asay
cannot simply take premise 2 at face value without further defence of it. The identity thesis says
that p and it’s true that p are identical, which can mean either that truth is part of every proposition
(omnipresence) or of none (redundancy). The redundancy thesis (not to be confused with the
redundancy theory) is the claim that truth is not part of ‘it is true that p’. Its apparent predication of
truth is only apparent: ‘truth’ may be part of the surface structure, but it is not part of the underlying
structure (its logical form), and the concept of truth is not part of the proposition expressed by the
sentence. This thesis says that, appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, in sentences like “it is
true that shibori is a time-consuming technique” or “that shibori is a time-consuming technique is
true” truth is not predicated of the proposition63 that shibori is a time-consuming technique. A proper
analysis of the sentence will show that any use of ‘true’, ‘truth’, and their sisters in English or any
other language, is redundant – or so the claim goes.
The deflationary theories that incorporate the redundancy thesis are prosententialism
(Grover, Camp, and Belnap 1975; Grover 1992; Brandom 1994), expressivism (or: the
performative theory of truth) (Strawson 1948, 1950), and the redundancy theory of truth (Ayer
1936; Ramsey 1927). All of them accept the identity thesis (that p and it is true that p are identical),
which shows that Asay cannot assume premise 2 without further ado: since both Omnipresence
and the redundancy thesis can follow from Identity we cannot conclude that truth is part of (it is
63

Or anything else, for that matter.
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true that) p from Identity alone. This is the challenge from the redundancy thesis: to show that truth
is part of it is true that p, also if that proposition is identical to p.
Asay’s response to this challenge is basically to restate some well-known arguments against
the adequacy of the redundancy thesis. He argues that there are many linguistic contexts in which
‘truth’ is not redundant and so that the redundancy thesis fails (forthcoming, p. 17–8).64 If that is so
– and that is not an implausible claim – it shows that redundancy is not a viable alternative to the
omnipresence thesis. In the following, I’ll assume that the threat from redundancy thesis can be
adequately dealt with. Note, however, that it makes his defence of premise 2 hostage to the
arguments against redundancy: if one can give successful replies to the arguments then he is again
left without any defence of the premise.
2.3.3

What a sentence’s surface structure tells us about the proposition it expresses

There is another reason for why Asay’s acceptance of Identity (premise 1) stands in the way of
accepting premise 2 at face value. In defending Identity he denies that a sentence’s surface structure
is a sure indicator of the proposition it expresses: “magpies are beautiful” and “it’s true that magpies
are beautiful” are obviously different at the surface level. So if their content is the same then the
surface structure of a sentence is no sure indicator of the proposition it expresses. Because of this
we need to be given a reason for why we should be guided by surface structure in the case of ‘it is
true that p’. According to Identity, two sentences which contain different expressions nonetheless
express the same proposition, so their surface structure is misleading. Why should we believe
otherwise for ‘it is true that p’? Asay must provide us with a reason to believe that truth is part of
that proposition which goes beyond reliance on surface structure or show us why surface structure
is a good indicator in this case.
There may, however, be an easy way to argue that the two premises are relevantly
different.65 One could say that every meaningful sentential expression contributes content to the
proposition expressed and that insofar as everything is made explicit sentence structure is a good
guide to propositional content. But, the argument continues, there can still be unarticulated
constituents – content of the proposition expressed which are not reflected in the surface structure.

There he also gives a positive argument for the omnipresence thesis. However, it’s not entirely clear that his defence
of this thesis in (forthcoming) can be used to defend the omnipresence argument, since he in (forthcoming) has modified
the thesis substantially. In particular, the version of the omnipresence thesis defended in (forthcoming) says that the
concept of truth is a logical-structural part of every propositional thought, where thoughts are understood as mental
states and not propositions (forthcoming, p. 6), and something is a logical-structural component if it doesn’t “contribute
to the subject matter of a thought, but are nevertheless necessary in order to think the thought” (forthcoming, p. 16). We
come back to the modified thesis in chapter 4 below.
65 Thanks to Max Johannes Kippersund for input on this point.
64
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If this is right, then every meaningful part of the sentence is reflected in the proposition, but not
every part of the proposition is reflected in the sentence. There is a huge literature defending
various forms of unarticulated constituents,66 so Asay could plausibility draw on this literature and
argue that the case is similar for Identity (but he still needs to argue the case that truth is an
unarticulated constituent). So there are promising ways of defending the claim that premises 1 and
2 are relevantly different – because p contains an unarticulated constituent (namely, truth) – but
until the work is done it’s not given how successful the reply will be.67
2.3.4

Incompatibility with unstructured propositions 1: possible worlds

Then there is the second kind of reasons for why Asay cannot accept premise 2 at face value, at
least not while claiming that he can stay neutral on the nature of propositions (Asay 2013a:27, cf.
section 2.1.2 above). This is because premise 2 as stated in his 2013a is incompatible with multiple
accounts of propositions. These accounts deny that propositions are composed of concepts,
whether it is the concept of truth or any other concept. This shows that Asay cannot simply rely
on a rough understanding of propositions as sentence meanings to defend his claim that the
concept of truth is part of the proposition it’s true that p. The initial formulation of premise 2 has
problems with both unstructured propositions in general and a Russellian account of structured
propositions. The premise can be modified in ways making it compatible with these accounts;
whether the price for these modifications is right is for Asay to decide.
In premise 2 it is claimed that the concept of truth is part of a proposition, which makes it
incompatible with accounts of propositions taking them to be unstructured. To say that a
proposition is unstructured is either to say that it lacks components or that those components are
not put together in any particular way. Some theories of unstructured propositions have it that they
don’t have any parts, and so has nothing that can be structured (e.g. primitive propositions,
propositions as properties).68 Others have it that propositions have parts but that the ordering of
the components doesn’t matter (e.g. possible worlds-propositions).
The perhaps most famous account of propositions as unstructured entities is the possible
worlds-account found in Stalnaker (1976) and Lewis (1970, 1986), which take the proposition
expressed by a (declarative) sentence to be the set of the possible worlds at which it is true.

See, for instance, Recanati 2002, Perry 1998, Perry and Blackburn 1986, Crimmins 1992, Taylor 2001, and Stanley
2001. For critique, see Cappelen and Lepore 2002, 2005.
67 See Asay (forthcoming) for a good indicator of how he may argue that truth is “a concept unlike any other” (as the title
suggests) and an unarticulated constituent of every thought.
68 We discuss primitive propositions below; unfortunately, I don’t have space here to discuss propositions as properties.
Very briefly, this account takes a proposition p to be the unstructured property of being such that p; proponents include
Zalta (1983) and Speaks (2014) (see also McGrath and Frank (2018: sect. 8)).
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(‘Possible worlds’ are alternative ways the world might be, or alternative states the world might be
in: the details needn’t bother us here.) As will be remembered, premise 2 says that: for all p, the
concept of truth is a part of the conceptual content that composes the proposition that it is true that
p. But if it is true that p is the set of the possible worlds in which it is true, then it is hard to see in
what way the concept of truth – or any other concept, for that matter – can be part of the set. The
concept of truth,69 on the possible-worlds view, is a function from worlds to the set of true things
(the extension of the truth-predicate in the relevant world) (Stalnaker 1976:79), and so not a
component of the proposition; and the proposition which is expressed by, e.g., “it is true that Miuna
likes dinosaurs” is a function taking us from worlds to the set of all the worlds in which it is true
that Miuna likes dinosaurs (Stalnaker 1976:80).
The trouble is that the members of this set are simply those worlds, and there is no one
part of those worlds we can pick out that is the function from worlds to the class of true things.
This point can also be made in another way: as King has it, it’s not possible to recover “the semantic
values of expressions in a sentence … from the proposition expressed by the sentence … [T]he
property of being a brother is not recoverable from the proposition expressed by ‘Brothers are
male siblings.’ Again, the latter proposition is just the set of all possible worlds” (King 2017: sect.
2). The upshot is that we have no way to identify the concept of truth (or any other assumed
constituent) in an unstructured proposition, and so wouldn’t know whether the concept of truth is
part of it or not.
2.3.5

Incompatibility with unstructured propositions 2: primitive propositions

In a series of papers, Lorraine Keller argues against structured propositions and for a view of
propositions as primitive, theoretical entities without constituents (2013, 2019; Keller and Keller
2013). She is not alone in arguing for primitive propositions: Merricks (2015), Bealer (1998),
Plantinga (1974), and van Inwagen (2004) all argue that propositions are primitive and unstructured
entities. The merits of this view are that we can take propositions to be as fine-grained as we need
them to be to fill all the roles we assign them (e.g. as truth-bearers, linguistic and mental content,
etc.). Keller’s argument is motivated by the problems facing the proponent of structured
propositions in explaining what the parthood or constituency relation is: what does it mean, nonmetaphorically speaking, to say that concepts (or anything else, for that matter) are part of or
constitutes a proposition?

Or what is as close as we get in possible worlds-talk to the way ‘concept’ is used in the omnipresence argument and
elsewhere. The fit might not be perfect, but what matters here is that we pick out what fills a particular and parallel
role in both frameworks, even if both the terms and what they denote are slightly different. (If this is not a legitimate
move, then the argument is automatically incompatible with propositions understood as possible worlds.)
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Central to the primitivist account is the view that propositions are unstructured entities:
they are not composed of more fundamental parts, concepts or otherwise. On this view, premise
2 is not true. It is simply false that the concept of truth is part of a proposition since nothing
whatsoever is part of a proposition.
However, by a rather simple modification of how we understand what it means for a
concept to compose a proposition we can make premise 2 compatible with an account of
propositions taking them to be unstructured entities. We see how in the next section.
2.3.6

Modifying the compositionality thesis

To recap, the second premise in the omnipresence argument is: “For all p, TRUTH is a part of the
conceptual content that composes the thought that it is true that p” (Asay 2013a:166). What does
it mean to say that concepts compose thoughts? A straightforward way to cash out this claim – call
it ‘Compositionality’ – is to say that thoughts are composed of concepts, or that concepts are the
parts that thoughts are built out of.70 This is apparently the reading that Asay assumes, and is what
creates a problem with propositions as unstructured entities. But this initial formulation of
Compositionality will not do since the terms mentioned are used differently, and often loosely, in
the literature.71 This might mask important differences in what one takes ‘concepts’, ‘thoughts’, and
‘composition’ to mean, and make it unclear what Compositionality amounts to.
A more general definition of compositionality which avoids this problem is: something is
compositional iff it takes simple components and gives back complex ones according to some
rule(s). With van Gelder’s words, “all that is required of a mode of combination is to have
systematic methods for generating tokens of compound expression, given their constituents”
(1990:361). So Compositionality might just as easily be given in functional terms: the content of a
sentential expression – a proposition – is a function of the content of the expression’s parts –
concepts – and the way they are arranged.72 The proposition is what we get when we combine
concepts according to some rule, but the concept need not be tokened in or part of the proposition.
For example, consider how the value of the function f(x)=2x+2 will not contain a token of 2 when
x=2. It will simply be the number six, undivided. So it’s misleading to say that propositions literally

See e.g. the opening sentences of both Margolis and Laurence 2014 and Prinz 2002 for basically this formulation.
See e.g. Machery 2009 for an overview of some of the different ways ‘concept’ is used in philosophy and psychology
and Keller 2013 for different ways to understand ‘constituency’, not to mention all the different ways ‘proposition’ is
understood in the literature, and the fact that ‘thought’ might be used both as a term for the mental state of thinking
and for the content of such a state (i.e. for propositions).
72 To paraphrase one of the principles Keller and Keller formulates to flesh out a general compositionality thesis
(2013:317).
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have concepts as parts, only based on Compositionality, when Compositionality also can be
understood functionally.
Another reason for why the initial characterisation in terms of concepts and constituency
will not do is this. If we wish to restrict ‘concept’ to, roughly, that by which we grasp and
characterise objects and properties, as I take the intuitive notion of concept to be, and not the
objects and properties themselves, then Compositionality is not compatible with a (neo-)Russellian
account of propositions. This account takes propositions to be structured complexes composed of
objects, relations, and properties, and thus seem like a perfect candidate for a compositional
account: it should not be ruled out by the very formulation of Compositionality.
Finally, here is a better formulation of Compositionality: the meaning of a (non-idiomatic)
complex expression is determined by the meaning of its parts and the way they are arranged (cf.
Keller and Keller 2013:315, Horwich 2010:149). This is general enough to accommodate different
ways of understanding what the meaning of expressions are, which is as it should be.
Compositionality is supposed to explain how complex meanings are formed and understood, and
not to decide on what those meanings are. It is also open on how we should understand the
determination relation. Both the above candidates – functions and parthood – are possible ways
of fleshing out this relation, and neither should be ruled out by the very formulation of
Compositionality.
If we modify premise 2 accordingly it says that a proposition expressed by ‘it is true that p’
is (partially) determined by the concept of truth. Importantly, this formulation takes no stand on
whether the concept of truth is literally a part of the proposition. This gives it more flexibility in
the accounts of propositions it is compatible with, and if we accept this reformulation an account
of unstructured propositions is no longer obviously incompatible with premise 2. It is worth noting
that Asay always talks in terms of concepts composing or being parts of thoughts (e.g. 2013a:153,
2013b:508, 514, forthcoming, p. 6). Whether this is just for ease of expression or because of his views
on these matters I do not know, but it may well be that he finds this modification unpalatable. If
so, he has to find another way to make premise 2 compatible with unstructured propositions or
retract his claim that he is neutral on the nature of propositions (cf. 2013a:27).
2.3.7

Incompatibility with structured propositions: (neo-)Russellian propositions
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It might also be doubted that premise 2 is compatible with a Russellian account of structured
propositions.73 If this is a problem, it is a problem regardless of how Compositionality is fleshed
out. I’ll follow contemporary usage in claiming that a Russellian proposition is a structured entity
composed of the objects, properties, and relations that a sentence74 expressing it is about (see for
instance Schiffer 2003:18, 2006:270–8, King 2017: sect. 3.1, Salmon 1986, Soames 1987, 2002,
Gaskin 2008, Crawford 2004). The proposition that it is true that Hanna is friends with Casper has
Hanna, Casper, the property of truth, and the relation of friendship as constituents. On this view,
the proposition that it is true that p has the property, and not the concept, of truth as a constituent.
So a Russellian would say that premise 2 is false: it is not the case that the concept of truth is part of
it is true that p.
One could, however, reformulate the argument so that it can accommodate Russellian
propositions. If we change ‘conceptual content’ to the more general ‘semantic value’,75 for instance,
then Russellianism is not excluded. Premise 2 will then go as follows: “for all p, the semantic value
of ‘true’ is part of the semantic value that composes the proposition that it is true that p”. Combined
with the modification from the previous section, premise 2 now reads: “for all p, the semantic value
expressed by ‘it is true that p’ is (partially) determined by the semantic value expressed by ‘true’”.
It must be noted that this flexibility is bought at the price of precision: whether it is worth the price
will not be discussed here.
The argument as it is given in Asay (2013a) is incompatible with Russellian propositions,
but this modification of it can change this. Such a reformulation, however, is on the face of it
incompatible with another aspect – property deflationism – of Asay’s theory (see section 1.2.2
above). Unless, that is, an abundant property is robust enough to be part of a Russellian
proposition: it may be enough substance in an abundant property to allow it to be part of a
Russellian proposition. However that may be, primitivism about the concept of truth, which is all
that the omnipresence argument is about, is compatible with a number of different theories about
the property, so if we accept the modification then Russellianism is no longer a threat to premise
2.

Or at least a neo-Russellian account: Russell himself held at least three different views at different times, all of them
distinct from what is nowadays often called a Russellian account of propositions. See Martha Gibson (2004:21–48) for
a presentation of Russell’s different views on propositions.
74 Or what a belief, statement, etc., is about. For convenience I focus on sentences only, but it shouldn’t make a
difference whether we talk about a belief, statement, sentence, wish, or whatever else we believe has a proposition as
its content.
75 Which I here take to be a neutral name for whatever the relevant type of meaning is, both at the sentential and the
sub-sentential level. So a semantic value could be a Fregean sense, an object, property, conventional rule for use, or
whatever else can be taken to serve as word- or sentence meanings.
73
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2.3.8

Taking stock

So where does this leave premise 2 of the omnipresence argument, the claim that the concept of
truth is part of the proposition that it is true that p? Asay has not given a sufficiently strong defence
of it, or so I’ve tried to show in this section. The positive defence of it he gives in (2013a) is not of
much help in supporting the premise. Asay’s claim that one needs the concept of truth to
understand the distinction between p and not-p doesn’t follow from the claim that understanding
the distinction between true and not true is constitutive for possessing the concept of truth, so
neither his thought experiment nor the moral he draws from it supports premise 2. Furthermore,
since many of his arguments for Identity work equally well as arguments against premise 2 and it
is incompatible with multiple accounts of propositions, simply accepting premise 2 at face value is
unacceptable. By modifying the argument (from composed of to determined by, and from concept to
semantic value) we can accommodate many accounts of propositions. If these modifications are
permissible and Asay can explain why surface structure is a good indicator of propositional content
in the case of ‘it’s true that p’ (but not in the case of ‘p’), then I think we have good reason to accept
the modified version of premise 2. If these modifications are not permissible, or if we receive no
story explaining why premises 1 and 2 differ in what they assume we can read off a sentence’s
surface structure, then the omnipresence argument is problematic also if we accept premise 1.

2.4

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I have discussed Asay’s omnipresence argument for the primitiveness of truth,
which argues from the premises that p and it is true that p are identical and that the concept of truth
forms part of the latter, to the conclusion that no non-circular analysis of truth can be given. If this
argument is sound then it effectively shows that the concept of truth is presupposed in any
proposition, and so that every other theory of truth which either tries to give a (non-circular)
analysis of truth or otherwise specify the notion in non-truth involving terms is false.
As the foregoing discussion shows, we have good reason to doubt that this argument is
sound. Asay’s defence of the identity thesis is inconclusive at best, and his defence of premise 2 is
no better. Asay’s main thesis – that truth is omnipresent and thus unanalysable and fundamental –
is an interesting claim, and an elegant (if rather maximal) way to argue for primitivism. However,
such a bold thesis requires a strong defence, and I don’t think we have seen quite enough of that
to accept the omnipresence argument. Although we now leave the argument behind we’ll meet the
omnipresence thesis again in chapter 4, where I argue that abductive arguments are better suited
to establish both the omnipresence thesis and primitivism in general.
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A concept or concept-type is basic in the relevant sense if it is one of a set of general, pervasive, and
ultimately irreducible concepts or concept-types which together form a structure – a structure which
constitutes the framework of our ordinary thought and talk and which is presupposed by
the various specialist or advanced disciplines that contribute, in their diverse ways,
to our total picture of the world. (Strawson 1992:24)

Chapter 3
THE ARGUMENT FROM CONCEPTUAL
FUNDAMENTALITY
In the previous chapter, we discussed an attempt at establishing alethic primitivism by arguing that
the concept of truth is omnipresent, that is, part of every proposition. Omnipresence may strike
you as overkill: truth needn’t be part of every proposition in order to be primitive. Granted, a
primitive concept is one which we would suspect to be included in many propositions and to be
an important part of our conceptual framework, but it can be important and much utilised without
being part of every single thought we think. We now turn to an argument first given by Davidson
(1996:264–5) and further developed by Asay (2013a:188–96), which takes truth to be one of the
most fundamental concepts we have – though not necessarily an omnipresent one.
This argument, which I’ll call the argument from conceptual fundamentality, consists of two
premises. The first premise is the claim that not all concepts can be analysed; that some concepts
are fundamental, and the second is the claim that truth is such a fundamental concept. This
provides a general and broadly applicable argument for primitivism. The other arguments I discuss
in this thesis all depend on some specific, more or less controversial feature: Asay’s omnipresence
argument depends on the individuation of propositions and the abductive argument depends on
primitivism having more explanatory virtues than other theories. This argument depends on
something that most will accept – that some concepts are more fundamental than others – and on
something that many will accept – that truth exhibits many of the traits characteristic of
fundamental concepts. In other words, it depends on a fairly uncontroversial view of concepts,
making it costly to resist.
I argue in section 3.1 that some concepts are fundamental. In section 3.2 I discuss three
criteria for fundamentality: that fundamental concepts are pervasive, general, and unanalysable. I
argue that truth satisfies these criteria in section 3.3, although one criterion – that of unanalysability
– requires further discussion. This is given in section 3.4, where I claim that the question of whether
we should accept that truth is unanalysable depends on whether we hold what I call, respectively,
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the tolerant or the reductive view of primitives, and I argue that we should accept the tolerant view.
If that is right, we have good reason to accept that truth is a primitive concept – at least as a working
hypothesis unless and until we are provided with evidence to the contrary.

3.1

SOME CONCEPTS ARE FUNDAMENTAL76

Davidson begins his paper “The Folly of Trying to Define Truth” (1996) by reminding us of how
hard it is to come up with good definitions, and of our practice of using a concept we otherwise
claim not to understand when defining other concepts. Although trying to give true, informative
analyses or definitions has been a major philosophical sport for more or less as long as the field
has existed, good definitions are few and far between. This was no less true of early philosophy: as
Davidson sums it up, “[t]he pattern of attempted definition, counterexample, amended definition,
further counterexample, ending with a whimper of failure, is repeated with variations throughout
the Socratic and middle Platonic dialogues” (1996:263). Although the ‘whimper of failure’ is
perhaps not as pronounced in a milieu where we are not as obviously trying to mock our fellow
citizens, contemporary philosophers don’t have much more luck with giving definitions than
Socrates’ interlocutors had. Not only are we not very good at giving definitions: we are not very
consistent in our search for them. Even though we may claim not to understand the concept
expressed by a term unless and until we have a definition of it, we still continue to use the concept
shamelessly and apparently without problems when trying to define other concepts. For example,
“you worry about the concept of truth when it is the focus of your attention, but you pretend you
understand it when trying to cope with knowledge (or belief, memory, perception, and the like)”
(1996:264): each time we shift focus, we apparently forget our earlier qualms about the (still)
undefined concepts.
Embarrassing, perhaps. But Davidson draws a positive lesson from it: “however feeble or
faulty our attempts to relate these various basic concepts to each other, these attempts fare better,
and teach us more, than our efforts to produce correct and revealing definitions of basic concepts
in terms of clearer or even more fundamental concepts” (1996:264). The “familiar, though odd,
shifts in the focus of philosophical puzzlement” (ibid.) doesn’t show us that an account of e.g.
knowledge has to wait until we have a proper analysis of truth, belief, and something like
justification in place. It shows, according to Davidson, that we are able to work well with concepts
for which we have no reductive analysis, and that there is much to gain from trying to elucidate the

76

I’ll use ‘fundamental’, ‘primitive’, and ‘bedrock’ interchangeably unless otherwise stated.
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relations between different concepts even though one isn’t trying to reduce one to the other. We
are seldom able to give “correct and revealing definitions”,77 especially regarding the concepts that
philosophers are most eager to define – the important, central concepts, which, frustratingly, are
the ones that most stubbornly resist analysis.
But this is just what we should expect, says Davidson:
the concepts philosophers single out for attention, like truth, knowledge, belief, action,
cause, the good and the right, are the most elementary concepts we have, concepts
without which (I am inclined to say) we would have no concepts at all. Why then
should we expect to be able to reduce these concepts definitionally to other concepts
that are simpler, clearer, and more basic? We should accept the fact that what makes
these concepts so important must also foreclose on the possibility of finding a
foundation for them which reaches deeper into bedrock. (1996:264)
He makes two claims here that I want to discuss. The first is the claim that there are some
fundamental (foundational or basic) concepts which all our other concepts depend on. The other
is that the best candidates for being fundamental concepts are the central, important concepts
which are the focus of much philosophical attention. We come back to the second claim in section
3.2 below; here we’ll see how we can defend the first claim.
3.1.1

The elimination argument for fundamental concepts78

Here is a rather straightforward way to argue that our concepts are structured in a hierarchy
consisting of subgroups of basic concepts which are the foundation for our other concepts. Start
by noting that there is an apparent asymmetry between concepts which we try to tap into when
analysing concepts: some concept C can be used to explicate concept T, but T, in turn, cannot be
used to explicate C. (It’s intentionally left open whether the explicating concept C partially compose
T or, if it doesn’t, in what way it can provide us with an understanding of T.) For instance, the
concept of a nebula can be fully explicated by the concepts of dust, ionised gases, and interstellar
space. This explication has a clear direction: less fundamental concepts (nebula) are illuminated by
more fundamental ones (dust, gases, interstellar space). It normally79 doesn’t work the other way
around: we can’t explicate the concept of interstellar space in terms of the concepts of nebulae and
Understood as counterexample-free, non-tautological analyses.
This is a modification of BonJour’s argument that some empirical beliefs are primitively justified, as it were: their
“justification does not depend inferentially on other empirical beliefs and thus does not raise any further issue of
justification with respect to such beliefs” (1978:3). BonJour attributes earlier versions of the argument to Quinton
(1973), Aristotle in Posterior Analytics, and perhaps also Plato in Theaetetus (see 1978:1, fn.2). Asay also presents this as
an argument for alethic primitivism (2013a:188–96).
79 In some cases, it’s unclear what the more basic concepts are because we can equally well analyse one in terms of the
other as the other way around. For instance, we can choose to take either conjunction and negation or disjunction and
negation as foundational: the explanatory direction is optional in this case (see e.g. Sider 2011:217–22 for discussion).
Cases like this will not, I believe, be relevant in what follows and so will not be discussed.
77
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dust, since the concept of interstellar space is more fundamental than the other concepts. The more
fundamental concepts can in turn be explicated by yet other concepts; for instance, gas is a
collection of atoms in a state of no fixed shape or volume, and so the concepts of atoms and fixed
volume can be used to explicate the concept of gas. How far can this conceptual explication go?
There are three possibilities: i) it goes on forever, creating an infinite regress of more and more
basic concepts without ever reaching bedrock (infinitism), or ii) it ends somewhere in a set of
fundamental concepts (fundamentalism), or iii) it goes in a circle, with C being explicated in terms
of T and T, in turn, explicated in terms of C (holism).
Almost regardless of how we explicate ‘explication’, the process is meant to enable us to
gain new or deeper understanding of concepts.80 If you’re not already familiar with the concept of
a nebula, but you are familiar with the concepts of dust, ionised gases, and interstellar space, I can
explain to you that a nebula is a vast, interstellar cloud composed of dust and gases. Your
understanding of the concept of a nebula depends on your understanding of these other concepts:
if you did not already grasp those concepts, you would not grasp the concept of a nebula either.
But now imagine that the explication process continues forever without circling back on itself; that
is, that it forms an infinite regress. Each concept’s explication would then require infinitely many
concepts. If concepts are composed of their definiens, then a credible assumption is that “we
comprehend concepts by understanding their components, [and if so] we cannot comprehend any
of the concepts that form the infinite chain” (Asay 2013a:191). Note that an infinite regress is very
much undesirable also on other accounts of the nature and composition of concepts: the only thing
we need to make the regress problematic is that there are some concepts which we can only come
to understand through the process of explication in terms of concepts we already grasp. The
success of illuminating and explicating a concept by relating it to other concepts depends on our
understanding these other concepts, something which would not be possible for finite minds such
as ours if each concept required illumination by an infinity of other concepts. Since we do possess
some concepts, the regress view cannot be right.
That leaves us with the fundamentality and the circularity options: either there is a set of
fundamental concepts which can be used to explicate all other concepts and which cannot be
analysed themselves, or there isn’t. If there isn’t, perhaps concepts form
an elaborate network, a system, of connected items, concepts, such that the function
of each item, each concept, could … be properly understood only by grasping its

This is compatible with viewing concept acquisition as a process not necessarily involving definitions: luckily, because
however exactly we acquire concepts, it’s unlikely that we depend on definitions to do so (see e.g. Prinz 2004:42 and
references given there).
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connections with the others, its place in the system [or a] set of interlocking systems
of such a kind. (Strawson 1992:19)
These two views correspond to what Strawson calls, respectively, the reductive model and the
connective model of conceptual analysis (1992:21). But even though the reductive and connective
model give very different views of how concepts are connected, in one way relevant to our
concerns they need not be so different. Absolutely central to the reductive model of analysis is the
view that there are two different kinds of concepts: one kind is fundamental, indivisible, simple or
atomic, and the other kind is a complex composed of81 concepts of the fundamental kind.82 On
one way of putting it, the fundamental concepts are
basic to our whole conceptual structure, to our entire conception of the world; for
everything else is to be explained in terms of them, while they are not to be explained
in terms of anything else. They will be conceptually ultimate or enjoy absolute
conceptual priority. (Strawson 1992:20)
Must we, asks Strawson, give up the notion of fundamental concepts if we adhere to the connective
model of conceptual analysis? Not necessarily, because even if the networks of interconnected
concepts are defined in terms of each other, some of the networks may be more fundamental than
others.83 On such a hybrid view, “the ability to operate with one set of concepts may presuppose
the ability to operate with another set and not vice versa. In this case, we may say that the
presupposed concepts are conceptually prior to the presupposing concepts” (1992:21). For
instance, perhaps the concepts of time, change, and temporal direction are defined in terms of each
other: no one of them is more fundamental than the other. But it may be necessary to possess the
set of these concepts in order to possess the concepts of (say) history, action, and coffee making,
and in this sense, the first set is more fundamental than the other. Some sets may be fundamental
tout court because they are presupposed in all of our thought and talk. In this sense, they are concepts
“without which … we would have no concepts at all” (Davidson 1996:264).
This is one way to hold on to the notion of (sets of) fundamental concepts on a broadly
holistic (or networking) view of concepts, but it’s important to note that the view outlined is a
hybrid between fundamentalist and holistic views. On a thoroughgoing holistic view, there will be

Or determined by the fundamental concepts, cf. discussion of compositionality in chapter 2 above.
This sets this view apart from atomistic views like that of Fodor (e.g. 1998, 2008), which holds that just about no
concept is reducible to other concepts: on this view, every concept is a fundamental concept. Something like
primitivism may perhaps still be attained on an atomistic view, but that requires reformulating primitivism as I’ve
defined the view here (see chapter 1) in a way that cashes out the notion of a more central and important concept
without relying on unanalysability or fundamentality (in the present sense).
83 For similar claims, see Asay 2013a:191–2, and Chalmers 2011:28–9.
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no fundamental concepts and no set of concepts which are more fundamental than the others:
each and every concept will be equally interconnected with the rest. Such a view is not compatible
with primitivism as the theory is understood here. Although I’ll not argue the case here, I take it
that such a thoroughgoing holism is less desirable than a foundationalist (reductive) or a hybrid
holistic (connective) view,84 so this incompatibility is not something I think the primitivist should
be too bothered by.
In the quote above, Davidson said that we “should accept the fact that what makes these
concepts [i.e. the concepts philosophers single out] so important must also foreclose on the
possibility of finding a foundation for them which reaches deeper into bedrock” (1996:264). The
reason they are important is that they give the foundation for the other concepts, and their
foundational nature makes it impossible to account for them with something even more
foundational.85
This has obviously barely scratched the surface of the ways concepts might be connected
to each other. Hopefully, it has been enough to show that the view that some concepts, or sets of
concepts, are foundational is both desirable and attainable on plausible views of how concepts are
related. Although much more must be said in order to establish that some (sets of) concepts are
fundamental and unanalysable, I propose to move forward on the assumption that this view is
correct.

3.2

WHICH CONCEPTS ARE FUNDAMENTAL?

Which concepts are most likely to be fundamental? There is no easy answer to that question, but a
good place to start is to look for characteristics that fundamental concepts are thought to have and
then see which concepts have those characteristics. In this section I’ll present three criteria of
fundamentality, taken from Strawson (1992), Chalmers (2011), Asay (2013), and Davidson (1996);
in section 3.3, I’ll discuss whether truth satisfies them. As will be remembered from section 3.1,
Davidson thinks that the best candidates for being fundamental concepts are the central, important
concepts which philosophers are most eager to define. This claim will be considered only indirectly:
considering these criteria, it seems likely that many central, important concepts satisfy them. This

For arguments against holism, see e.g. Fodor and Lepore 1992 and Jackman 2017.
See also McGinn: “[t]hese concepts form a conceptual bedrock; they stand, as it were, underneath all our other
concepts. They have no analysis” (2000:104–5; italics original), and regarding the last claim he says that “I mean this in
the specific sense that these concepts have no sort of conceptual decomposition … What I am denying is that these
concepts can be defined in any illuminating non-circular way” (2000:105; italics original).
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claim, however, is independent of the claim that truth satisfies the criteria and so is not important
to our concerns here.
As a caveat before we start, let me note that even though these criteria enjoy some intuitive
appeal, accounts explaining why, or justifying that, they are connected to fundamentality seem to
be altogether absent in the literature. This is an area which requires more work, and although it
would be welcome in general to have a good account of fundamentality, giving such an account is
especially pressing for primitivists of any streak given that the central claim of her account – that
some concept is fundamental and unanalysable – depends on what fundamentality is taken to be.
I am not able to give such an account here, so the following depends on the not yet justified
assumption that these criteria are marks of fundamentality.
3.2.1

Pervasiveness

A concept is pervasive iff it is presupposed by many other concepts or “ordinary thought and talk”
(Strawson 1992:24). Here are Asay and Chalmers with their respective versions of the pervasiveness
criterion:
Where we look to find primitives is among our most familiar and general concepts, the
ones that seem to be presupposed by many of our other concepts. (Asay 2013a:196; italics
inserted)86
If one finds that a concept frequently appears in analyses of other concepts and resists analysis
itself, that is some evidence for bedrock status. (Chalmers 2011:30; italics inserted)
(We come back to the other criteria mentioned in these quotes below.) I take it that a concept is
presupposed by other concepts if it is a part of their analysis, in the way that the concept of man
is presupposed by the concept of a bachelor (to use the least contested example in the literature).
Another way of fleshing out what it means to say that a concept C is presupposed by
concept D is to say that one couldn’t possess D without possessing C.87 (What it takes to possess
a concept is not something I’ll go into here, but for a small selection of diverse views on concept
possession see Peacocke 1992, Prinz 2002, Davidson 1975, and Bermúdes 2003.) I won’t take a
stand here on which explication is better, but will understand the pervasiveness criterion to say that
concept C is presupposed by D if C is used to analyse D or if one must possess C in order to
possess D.
3.2.2
86
87

Generality

See also Asay 2013a:81.
This way of stating the criteria sits better with the discussion of the concept of truth in Asay (forthcoming).
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According to Strawson, concepts “which are highly general” (1992:22) are likely to be fundamental.
There are two ways for a concept to be general (still according to Strawson): either it’s a general
type to which “a range of more specific concepts” belong (1992:24) in the way that many specific
concepts, like those of cats and birds and shopping malls, all fall under the concept of material
objects, or it’s a (perhaps)88 broadly applicable or topic-neutral concept: his examples are time,
change, truth, identity, and knowledge (ibid.). The first criterion – being something like a genus
under which “a range of more specific concepts” fall – is close to the pervasiveness criteria
discussed above, and so in the following I will ignore the genus reading and understand generality
as topic-neutrality or broad applicability.89 I view ‘topic-neutrality’ and ‘broad applicability’ as
interchangeable: a concept is topic-neutral if it is applicable in a broad range of areas. A topicneutral concept is disconnected from issues specific to some particular field, which is why it can
be of relevance in many areas.
Asay, too, takes generality to be a characteristic of fundamental concepts: he says that these
concepts are “distinguished by their generality, similar to how logical concepts are often
characterized in terms of their ‘topic neutrality’” (2013a:196). Topic-neutrality comes on a scale,
and if a concept is completely topic-neutral then it’s universally applicable (McGinn 2000:13–4). A
general concept is relevant to concepts of many different fields, and applicable to those fields: the
more fields it’s applicable to, the more broadly applicable and less topic-specific it is.
3.2.3

Unanalysability

A primitive concept is per definition unanalysable, undefinable, and irreducible (see chapter 1). A
fundamental concept is “non-dismantlable (i.e. … resist reductive definition)” (Strawson 1992:22),
and “ultimately irreducible” (1992:24). It is “fundamental in that it cannot be analyzed, defined, or
explained in terms of other concepts that are themselves more fundamental” (Asay 2013a:81), and
if “one finds that a concept … resists analysis itself, that is some evidence for bedrock status”
(Chalmers 2011:30, see also Davidson 1996:264–5).
That it’s impossible to give a (correct) reductive analysis of a concept C is necessary for C’s
being a primitive concept,90 but it’s important to note that primitiveness, in the sense we’re after,

Unfortunately, Strawson doesn’t explain what his list of examples of this second sort have in common: this is my
interpretation, and errors should accordingly be attributed to me.
89 One could perhaps see topic-neutrality too as falling under the criterion of pervasiveness, but it seems to me that a
concept can be presupposed by many other concepts without being topic-neutral. For instance, the concept of art is
perhaps presupposed by the concepts of sculpture, literature, galleries, aesthetics, and many other concepts, but art is
still a very much topic-specific concept. We have no (direct) use of it in fields like biology, politics, family planning,
and mathematics; in other words, the concept of art is presupposed by many concepts but only concepts from a limited
field, so it’s not topic-neutral.
90 On most understandings of what primitivism amounts to: but see the discussion of McGinn in chapter 1.
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is more than simply unanalysability. It is also a claim about centrality and importance (see chapter
1). That is why it may be room for primitivism also if it turns out that almost no concept can be
given a reductive analysis, as would be the case on Fodor’s atomistic view (see footnote 82 above).
On such a view, it wouldn’t be the case that almost every concept is fundamental in the sense
which matters here. So unanalysability is necessary, but not sufficient, for primitiveness.

3.3

TRUTH IS FUNDAMENTAL

So, does the concept of truth satisfy the criteria of fundamentality just presented? In this section,
I’ll make the case that it does: truth is a pervasive, general, and unanalysable concept.
3.3.1

Truth is pervasive

To recap, I take it that a concept is pervasive if it is presupposed by many other concepts, and a
good way to find out whether it is presupposed is to see whether it’s part of analyses of many other
concepts. And truth is, indeed, part of the analysis of many concepts. For instance, according to
the Oxford English Dictionaries a belief is “[a]n acceptance that something … is true” or “[s]omething
one accepts as true”91 and according to Shah and Velleman “[c]lassifying an attitude as a belief
entails applying to it the standard of being correct if and only if it is true” (2005:498). According
to Frege, to make a judgement is to acknowledge the truth of a thought (1997:329), and according
to e.g. Wright (1994:23, 34), Bar-On and Simmons (2007:70), and Asay (2013a:266) to assert that p
is to present p as true. According to Sher, “by employing a robust notion of truth … we are able
to provide: explanatory characterization of logical inference … General, explanatory, and
systematic criterion for logical constant and operators … Explanation of the normativity of logic
… Truth-theoretic explanation of logical proof” and much more besides (2018:348–9).
Propositions “are the shareable objects of the attitudes and the primary bearers of truth and falsity”
(McGrath and Frank 2018), and to know that p, p must be true. (See the next chapter for a
discussion of many of these proposed analyses.) This is but a handful of analyses where truth is
invoked to explain other concepts, but it is enough to show (if something like the foregoing is
correct) that truth is presupposed by many different concepts.
As always in philosophy, these analyses are contested, and different proposals have been
made which do not rely on truth. To give a strong argument that truth is pervasive one must show
that analyses not involving truth are less plausible, or less explanatorily powerful, than analyses
which make use of an explanatorily potent notion of truth. Trying to do so here would take us too
91

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/belief. Accessed 7th May 2019.
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far afield – for more on that, see chapter 4 – but while the case is not settled I think the sheer
number of accounts where truth figure does much to establish the plausibility of the claim that
truth is a pervasive concept presupposed by much of our thought and talk.
3.3.2

Truth is general

In the opening sentences of “The Thought”, Frege writes that
[j]ust as ‘beautiful’ points the way for aesthetics and ‘good’ for ethics, so do words like
‘truth’ for logic. All sciences have truth as their goal … To discover truths is the task
of all sciences; it falls to logic to discern the laws of truth. (1997:325)
He is certainly right in claiming that ‘discovering the laws of truth’ is the task of only a subfield of
philosophy, and perhaps also right in that logic (broadly construed) is the right domain to grapple
with truth. But truth, unlike beauty and goodness, shows up in all other domains too. Whether or
not truth is the goal of science (ibid.), talk of truth is relevant in science and most, if not all,92 other
domains. This shows that truth is topic-neutral or broadly applicable: every area where one could
say that something is (not) the case is an area where one could say that something is true (false).
Whatever one takes as truth-bearers – be they propositions, sentences, beliefs, utterances, or
something else – these truth-bearers can be about anything – cats, books, hope, disruptions,
galaxies, justice – and what they can be about marks the domain where truth is applicable.93
Note that this topic-neutrality is not something anyone should feel the need to deny. For
instance, a deflationist claiming that truth is only of expressive (and not of explanatory) use will be
perfectly happy to allow that truth is applicable across all domains of thought and talk. What she
will deny is that this shows that truth is a substantive concept; whether truth is topic-neutral or
topic-specific, she will claim that truth is still only functioning as a device for forming
generalisations, blind ascription is, and so on (see chapter 1). What this shows is that the criterion
of topic-neutrality is perhaps a necessary criterion for being a fundamental (primitive) concept, but
it’s far from sufficient. If the criteria discussed here are (close enough to being) jointly sufficient
then truth is fundamental iff it satisfies them, but truth’s generality alone doesn’t rule out a
deflationary conception of truth.
3.3.3

Truth is unanalysable

For instance, moral expressivists claim that moral discourse is non-truth evaluable (see e.g. Gibbard 1990, 2003). If
they are right, then truth is not relevant in the moral domain.
93 Truth is broadly, but far from universally, applicable: stones and cats, for instance, are not truth-apt. Compare this
to self-identity, which is universally applicable (McGinn 2000:13–4).
92
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Is the concept of truth unanalysable? In order to answer that question, let’s take a step back and
ask: how can we, in general, decide whether a concept is unanalysable or not? As Chalmers has it,
“[t]he process of conceptual analysis, even if it does not yield a precise analysis, can make a case
that a concept is derivative” (2011:30). If we are able to give an apparently correct analysis of a
concept C we should have just as much credence in the belief that C is analysable as we have in the
belief that the analysis is correct. Our inability to give an (apparently correct) analysis of C is
evidence that it cannot be analysed, but in each case it will be challenging – if possible at all – to
know whether a concept is unanalysable or if we just haven’t found the right analysis yet. In general,
however, we can say – admittedly vaguely – that if we have tried long and hard to analyse a concept
and been unable to do so that is good (but not conclusive) evidence that a concept is fundamental.
So, is the concept of truth unanalysable? The primitivist will of course answer “yes”, and
point to the long history of inadequate analyses of truth to support this. An especially strong point
in her favour is the fact that the past 120 years or so has seen an immense amount of work on truth
without having been able to arrive at something like a consensus on what the, if any, nature of the
concept of truth is.94 Whatever the amount of work required before we have enough evidence to
accept (at least as a working hypothesis until new evidence is put forth) that some concept this
primitive, it is reasonable, I believe, to think that we have reached that limit when it comes to truth.
This is the basis for Douglas Patterson’s argument for alethic primitivism. After having
surveyed “the dismal history of theories of truth” (2010:13) and problems with both proposed
analyses of truth and attempts to deflate it enough that no analysis is needed, he concludes that
truth is primitive. His verdict on inflationary attempts at finding a true, informative analysis of truth
is especially scathing: “[a]ll of these traditional inflationary theories bog down in an apparent
dilemma; when we look at how they are to be worked out, they are either clearly circular or clearly
intentionally or even extensionally inadequate” (2010:19). This echoes Davidson’s assessment:
Even if we are persuaded that the concept of truth cannot be defined, the intuition or
hope remains that we can characterize truth using some fairly simple formula. What
distinguishes much of the contemporary philosophical discussion of truth is that
though there are many such formulas on the market, none of them seems to keep clear
of fairly obvious counterexamples. (1996:265)
So many of us have tried so hard for so long, the primitivists say, and still we are not close to
finding an account of truth in terms of more basic concepts. This is good evidence that such an

See e.g. Kirkham 1992, Burgess and Burgess 2011, Künne 2003, Soames 1999 for overviews of many theories of
truth, and e.g. Lynch 2001 and Blackburn and Simmons 2005 for collections of classical papers on truth, Glanzberg
2018 for a handbook introduction to truth, in addition to numerous papers and books on the topic. The variety of
theories and enormous literature on truth shows that we are far from arriving at a consensus on truth.
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account cannot be given, so let’s accept that and move on: there’s still many interesting and
illuminating things to be said about truth if we accept that it’s primitive (cf. Davidson 1996:265,
Asay 2013a:83–8, McGinn 2000: chapter 5). A proponent of a substantive theory of truth will be
more patient: why, she may ask, should we believe that truth is unanalysable just because we haven’t
given a problem-free account of truth yet? Isn’t that an unreasonable high standard to set for a
philosophical account?
It’s fairly obvious that there will be no precise answer to the question of when we have
tried hard enough to find an analysis before we accept that a concept is unanalysable. But we can
still go some way towards answering it: as I’ll argue in the next section, our patience when seeking
analyses depends on what our basic attitude towards primitives ought to be.

3.4

THE TOLERANT VIEW OF PRIMITIVES

If what I’ve said so far is correct, then it strongly suggests that truth is a primitive concept.
However, it’s not enough to establish primitivism, not least because whether one thinks that truth
is unanalysable depends on whether one takes the history of proposed analyses of truth as a good
reason to believe that truth is unanalysable or if one thinks that would be too hasty a conclusion.
Figuring out which of these views we should hold matters because whether the argument from
conceptual fundamentality manages to establish alethic primitivism as (at least) a working
hypothesis depends on it.95 These two views are instances of what I’ll call, respectively, the tolerant
view of primitives and the reductive view of primitives, which I’ll present in this section. In section
3.4.3 below I argue that we have good reason to accept the tolerant view, and so that the argument
from conceptual fundamentality should make us accept primitivism as a working hypothesis or
default position until we are presented with evidence to the contrary.
3.4.1

The tolerant view

The tolerant view is illustrated by Davidson in the quotes given above (“the concepts philosophers
single out for attention, like truth, knowledge, belief, action, cause, the good and the right, are the
most elementary concepts we have … Why then should we expect to be able to reduce these
concepts definitionally to other concepts that are simpler, clearer, and more basic?” (1996:264))
and by Saul Kripke when he says that

And because it’s interesting in its own right to know a bit more about how we ought to handle disputes about
fundamentality.
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I’m always sympathetic to Bishop Butler’s ‘Everything is what it is and not another
thing’ – in the nontrivial sense that philosophical analyses of some concept like
reference, in completely different terms which make no mention of reference, are very
apt to fail. (1980:94)96
Scott Soames, when defending his choice of taking predication to be primitive, says that
[o]ne might ask what we mean by ‘predication’ – what, in effect, the analysis of
predication is. Although it is unclear that an informative answer can be given to this
question, it is equally unclear that this is anything to worry about. Some logical and semantic
notions – like negation – are primitive. Since this elementary point typically doesn’t
provoke hand-wringing, it is hard to see why the primitiveness of predication should.
(2010:29, first italics original, second inserted)
And Asay:
What is quite strange about the business of analyzing concepts in philosophy is that,
even for those who take a conceptual analysis seriously, the thought of taking some
notion as primitive is perceived as being a kind of failure, a “giving up” of the
traditional ambitions of analysis … This perspective seems to be forgetting that there have to be
at least some conceptual primitives. Anyone who takes conceptual analysis seriously must
recognize that, unless all analyses and in circularity or regress, there must be conceptual
primitives. (2013a:193; italics inserted)
The tolerant view of primitives is the attitude that we should expect and accept that some concepts
will not be susceptible to reductive analysis. Proponents of the tolerant view thinks that this is not
something that should be accepted only when discussing conceptual analysis in the abstract (cf. the
elimination argument for fundamentality in section 3.1.1 above), but something we should take
seriously also when faced with concepts for which we may want a non-circular analysis: perhaps
that’s just not possible to give.97 We shouldn’t just reluctantly accept primitives when everything
else fails, we should assume from the get-go that some of the concepts we want to define – perhaps
especially the most philosophically interesting concepts – will be unanalysable.
THE TOLERANT VIEW APPLIED TO THE CONCEPT OF TRUTH

We have already seen how the tolerant view can apply to the concept of truth. The long history of
attempted analyses of truth has shown us how hard it is to come up with an acceptable analysis of
truth; for those with a tolerant streak this history is more than enough to raise the suspicion that
truth cannot be analysed. There are quite a few philosophers, in addition to Davidson and Asay,

Colin McGinn echoes this sentiment when he says that “[m]y tendency is to take logical notions at face value, instead
of trying to reduce them to something else” (2000:vi).
97 Although the tolerant view is compatible with holding that no (non-circular) analysis of any concept is possible, this
is not a part of the view as I understand it.
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who front the tolerant view specifically regarding truth. Here is Boghossian: “when I think about
those concepts whose intelligibility worries me and for which it would be good to have an account
before we could be fully confident that they made sense, truth is just not one of them” (2010:563).
Lowe has this to say about truth: “I take the notion of truth to be primitive and indefinable,
alongside the notions of existence and identity. Only some of the family of formal ontological
notions are definable … truth itself, I believe, is too fundamental a notion to admit of non-circular
definition” (2009:215). Armstrong says that a “fundamental concept such as truth is likely to be so
entwined with other fundamental notions that no total explication of it in terms of other concepts
is possible” (2009:126).
3.4.2

The reductive view

The proponents of what I call the reductive view scoff at what they take to be a nonchalant attitude
towards primitives. They may well agree that we cannot give a reductive definition of every concept
by more basic concepts, or even an explication which falls short of giving necessary and sufficient
application conditions but is still given by more basic terms. We may, begrudgingly, have to accept
that some concepts are primitive, but taking a concept to be primitive shouldn’t be an easy option,
it shouldn’t be something we do without first having tried all other options. It’s unclear whether
anyone explicitly holds this view,98 but even if no-one admits to such a view towards primitives,
this reluctant attitude is evident in how primitivist proposals are often met. Here is Sider reporting
on a situation which will be very much familiar to any primitivist:
I know from bitter experience that philosophers are wary of primitivism. Many times
I have been asked (to murmuring general approval): “What on earth do you mean by
‘structure’??”. (Sider 2011:9)
The reductive attitude stems (it seems to me) from a suspicion that we will not be able to
understand a concept if we take it to be primitive. It is the suspicion that if we take a concept to
be primitive, we’ll be giving up on trying to understand it. Furthermore, one may think that
accepting a concept as primitive is tantamount to have nothing more to say about it. On this view,
accepting a concept as primitive would be the same as accepting that it is mysterious and beyond
our grasp (cf. the quote by Horwich in the next section).
Another worry is that taking a concept as primitive is more often than not just to evade
doing real philosophical work. As Baggini and Fosl (not without sympathy) explains this worry,
Cf. Davidson: “Who, then, admits to wanting to define the concept of truth? Well, that is right. But. But the same
ugly urge to define shows up in the guise of trying to provide a brief criterion, schema, partial but leading hint, in place
of a strict definition … I see all of them as, if not attempts as definitions in the strict sense, attempts as substitutes for
definition” (1996:276, his italics).
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[p]hilosophers are fond of analysis and are suspicious when anyone claims that a
concept is primitive. The suspicion is that there is simply an unwillingness or inability
to take their analysis further, or that there is a kind of intellectual laziness in accepting
a concept as primitive rather than working harder to understand it in other terms.
(2010:267)
No-one likes laziness or incompetence, and there is indeed a danger of missing out on the clarity
and deeper understanding that good analyses promise if we accept primitivism too hastily.
Proponents of the reductive view hold that virtually every proposal that a concept is primitive will
have been made too hastily and that primitivism is something we should only accept if every other
option has failed.
Even if the reductivist has no quarrels with primitives per se, she may think that primitivism
should be the last option for the following reason. Each proposal that a concept is primitive is
uncertain: we have no failsafe ways of singling out all and only the primitive concepts (not even
satisfying the criteria discussed above are a guarantee, I’m sorry to say).99 Combine this with the
assumption that most concepts are not primitive, and the reductivist might say that this should
make us suspect, for each proposed primitive, that we have just not tried hard enough at analysing
it yet. Finding analyses are hard, so if most concepts are not primitive then it’s likely that our failure
to provide an analysis of C is not an indicator that C is primitive.
THE REDUCTIVE VIEW APPLIED TO THE CONCEPT OF TRUTH

The reductive view – that accepting a concept as primitive should be the last option after everything
else has been tried – is perhaps not explicitly endorsed by anyone, but if you take this attitude
towards truth you are in good company. Wolfgang Künne has this to say about alethic primitivism:
It is a conception of truth which should only be resorted to, I think, when one has
made sure that ‘the decent alternatives have been exhausted’. (2003:18, quoting
Horwich 1998a:10).
When Horwich sums up the alternative theories to his minimalist theory of truth, he says about
alethic primitivism that
perhaps the least attractive conclusion [is the view] that truth is an indefinable,
inexplicable quality that some propositions simply have and others simply lack – a
fundamental property of which no account can be provided. This gives a sense of

After having outlined which characteristics he thinks we should look for in a concept to decide whether it’s primitive,
Chalmers goes on to say that “[a]ll of these methods are fallible (perhaps one has just not yet found the relevant
underlying notion yet), so diagnosis of a concept as bedrock is almost always tentative and controversial” (2011:30–1).
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impenetrable mysteriousness to the notion of truth and can be the resort only of those
who feel that the decent alternatives have been exhausted. (1998a:9–10)100
If this is our basic or default attitude towards primitives – that they are mysterious, born out of
laziness or incompetence – then we should indeed be wary of proposals that the concept of truth
is primitive. But should this be our default attitude? In the next section, I argue that it shouldn’t.
3.4.3

Accepting the tolerant view

Whether it’s something like the tolerant or the reductive view which ought to be our default attitude
towards primitives is the deciding factor for whether the argument from conceptual fundamentality
is able to establish alethic primitivism, at least as a working hypothesis. The question is in essence
how much evidence we need before accepting (at least as a working hypothesis) that some concept
is primitive: is 120 years of strongly contested – or unsuccessful, not to put too fine a point on it –
analyses of truth enough evidence that the concept of truth cannot be analysed?
In the following sections I’ll briefly present two reasons for why we should accept the
tolerant view, at least regarding truth. The first is that a major motivation for the reductive view is
ungrounded (section 3.4.4), and the second is that accepting the tolerant view follows from
accepting the elimination argument in favour of primitive concepts considered in section 3.1.1
above (section 3.4.5). Unfortunately, I don’t have the space to do more than barely scratch the
surface of what can be said about the reductive and the tolerant view and their relative merits.
Nonetheless, I think we have good reasons to be tolerant: unless we have specific reasons to believe
otherwise, we should view evident problems with arriving at a good analysis as evidence that the
concept in question cannot be analysed. If that is so, then the long history of attempted analyses
of truth, in particular, is good evidence that the concept of truth cannot be analysed.
3.4.4

In favour of the tolerant view 1: non-mysteriousness

As we saw when discussing the reductive view of primitives, a common worry about primitivist
theories is that they render the concept impenetrable and mysterious. I take this to be a major
motivation for the reductive view – the suspicion that accepting a notion as primitive is to give up
trying to understand it, to simply accept it as mysterious – so if we can dissolve this worry we
similarly dissolve some of the support for the reductive view.
The mysteriousness objection is nicely presented by Thomas Baldwin when he says about
Horwich’s attitude towards alethic primitivism (quoted above) that

100

Note that this is directed against primitivism about the property, and not necessarily the concept, of truth.
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Horwich seems to be presuming here that those who hold that truth is indefinable take
it that once this claim has been made, there is nothing more to be said about the matter.
All we can do is urge each other to contemplate this mysterious notion, as if we were
tasting a particularly fine claret, and then pass on. (1997:1)
But as those who hold something like the tolerant view will be quick to point out, saying that
something is primitive is far from the last word on the matter. As Davidson says, taking truth to
be primitive “does not mean we can say nothing revealing about it: we can, by relating it to other
concepts like belief, desire, cause, an action. Nor does the indefinability of truth imply that the
concept is mysterious, ambiguous, or untrustworthy” (1996:265). For one thing, the primitivists
have a lot to say about truth – as is evident by the literature on primitivism.101 We do have a clear
and good grasp on truth even without a definition, according to the primitivist: there is no more
need to “urge each other to contemplate this mysterious notion” than there is to define it, since
we already know what it is.
Here is how Sider brushes off the mysteriousness-critique towards his brand of primitivism:
Let’s be realistic about the extent and value of definitions. Philosophical concepts of
interest are rarely reductively defined. Still more rarely does our understanding of such
concepts rest on definitions … Philosophical terms can be unclear: when they have
been given no clear theoretical role to play. But ‘structure’ has a relatively clear role –
given in this book and elsewhere. What more is wanted? The perceived magical grasp
of more familiar concepts like modality, in-virtue-of, or law of nature, is due solely to
the fact that we’ve become accustomed to talking about them. The theoretical roles
backing those concepts are no richer or better specified than the role backing structure.
(2011:9; italics original)
The same kind of response can easily be given on behalf of the alethic primitivist. Truth has a clear
role both in everyday thought and talk, and explanations involving truth (some of which are
discussed in the next chapter) outline the more theory-laden roles it may play. Why, indeed, should
we want more? The primitivist can claim, with considerable plausibility, that we understand the
concept of truth at least as well – and probably a lot better – than concepts such as propositions
and instances of a schema or correspondence and facts. Perhaps we have just, as Sider suspects,
grown accustomed to always requiring a reductive analysis, and have not given enough thought to
the possibility that the concept we’re trying to explicate is the more basic one.
This response will not move someone who honestly feels that the concept of truth is
mysterious. A (somewhat adversary) response to her on the primitivists behalf is to remind her that
she probably uses words like ‘true’ many times a day, and if she honestly has no grasp of the concept
The admittedly very small literature, but that, I’m sure, is due more to the view’s unpopularity than to the lack of
things to say about primitive truth.
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expressed by it she also does not understand much of what she is saying. That, it seems to me,
should be harder to swallow than the claim that truth is primitive.102
3.4.5

In favour of the tolerant view 2: taking the elimination argument seriously

The second reason to accept the tolerant view I’ll mention is that we are committed to something
like it if we take it seriously that some concepts are fundamental (i.e. if we take premise 1 of the
argument from conceptual fundamentality seriously). If we in all honesty accept that some concepts
(or families of concepts) are fundamental then we shouldn’t balk at each proposed primitive, but
expect and accept them. This is, of course, not to say that one should never question a proposal
that some concept is primitive, but it is to say that we should be less suspicious of such proposals.
If not, we are just paying lip service to the conclusion we apparently accepted, that some concepts
are fundamental.
If we also are of the same view as Davidson in thinking that “the concepts philosophers
single out for attention … are the most elementary concepts we have” (1996:264), we should expect
that the most philosophically interesting concepts are the ones least susceptible to analysis. If this
view is correct, we shouldn’t only be quicker to accept that some concept is primitive, but we
should approach interesting concepts with the attitude that they will likely not be analysable. This,
however, goes further than the tolerant view, and so is not part of what I here argue we have good
reason to accept.103
3.4.6

Taking stock

So where does this leave the argument from conceptual fundamentality? The argument from
conceptual fundamentality proceeds in two steps: first, it aims to establish that there are some
fundamental concepts, and second, it aims to establish that truth is such a concept. I used the
elimination argument for fundamental concepts to argue that the first premise is correct. Assuming
that we can use some concepts to explicate others, this explication process must either form an
infinite regress (infinitism), reach bedrock at some point (fundamentalism), or continue in a circle
(holism). In section 3.1 I argued that infinitism is implausible and claimed that holism is too, and
argued and that on both fundamentalism and some hybrid views incorporating elements from both

See Asay 2013a:83–8 for more on why the mysteriousness objection fails. In particular, “rather than thinking that
primitive concepts are mysterious, we should in fact expect the opposite, that our most fundamental concepts will be
the least mysterious, for they are the ones whose reach will extend throughout the web of concepts that form our
mental lives” (2013a:86): this, though, will move someone earnestly confused about truth to doubt that it is primitive.
To them the challenge is to present us with concepts we understand better and which can be used to analyse truth.
103 But I hasten to add that I find the view plausible, and that it sits well with the reasons to accept the tolerant view
given above.
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fundamentalism and holism some concepts, or sub-sets of concepts, are fundamental. If what was
assumed and argued there is correct, then some concepts are primitive: in the rest of this chapter I
have taken that for granted.
In order to find out whether truth is one of the fundamental concepts, I presented three
criteria for fundamentality. That truth is a general and pervasive concept shouldn’t be very
controversial, so the support for the second premise – that truth is fundamental – hinges on
whether truth is unanalysable. If what I have argued so far is correct, then we should accept not
only that the concept of truth is pervasive and general but also unanalysable. However, although
these three criteria are intuitively plausible, I know of no work where they are justified and defended
and have not attempted to justify them myself. Accordingly, the conclusion reached here that truth
is fundamental is dependent upon the possibility that these criteria can be properly defended.
Regarding the claim that truth is unanalysable, I argued that whether one views the long
history of unsuccessful attempts at analysing truth as good evidence that truth is unanalysable
depends on whether one holds what I call the tolerant or the reductive view of primitives,
respectively. I believe that we have good reason to hold the tolerant view as our basic attitude
towards primitives. If that is so, then we should expect – from the history of attempts at analysing
truth, and also because of truth’s apparent centrality in our conceptual landscape – that truth is
primitive: unless we have a specific reason to believe otherwise we should believe that truth cannot
be analysed.

3.5

CONCLUSION

This has been a chapter filled with caveats and tentativeness; nonetheless, I think it shows that we
have good reason to suspect that truth is a primitive concept. Because of its tentativeness, the
argument from conceptual fundamentality is not enough to establish that truth is primitive. It is,
however, strong enough to establish that we should accept alethic primitivism as a working
hypothesis until and unless we receive strong evidence to the contrary. If this is right, then we
should assume primitivism and redirect efforts from trying to analyse truth to explicate its
connections with other concepts, work out explanations in terms of primitive truth, and all the
other fruitful work that can still be done if we accept primitivism. The next chapter will provide
examples of explanations that can be given if we assume a prior notion of truth, and there I’ll argue
that primitivism’s explanatory power provide us with additional support for the theory.
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Primitivism offers a very appealing account of how a variety
of key philosophical notions fit together. (Asay 2013a:259)
Structure is a posit, a posit that is justified by its ability to improve
our theories of these matters. (Sider 2011:10)
Modal realism is fruitful; that gives us good reason
to believe that it is true. (Lewis 1986:4)

Chapter 4

THE ABDUCTIVE ARGUMENT FOR
ALETHIC PRIMITIVISM
In this chapter, I present another positive argument for alethic primitivism. This is an abductive
argument purporting to show that primitivism gives the best explanation of a variety of phenomena
and thus that we should accept it as true. Abduction is perhaps especially well-suited to establish
one’s choice of primitives and other fundamental issues; in any case, and as I’ll show in section 4.1,
it is the method of choice of many (non-alethic) primitivists like Williamson, Lewis, and Sider. In
section 4.2, I present the argument and give examples of explanations alethic primitivism can give
and how one could argue that these explanations are better than what rival theories of truth can
provide. This last point is essential in showing that primitivism gives the best explanations.
Nevertheless, I’ll not have much to say about primitivism (allegedly) being the best explanation
since doing that discussion justice requires going deeper into other theories of truth – not to
mention other neighbouring topics from metaphysics and the philosophies of language and mind
– than what I have the opportunity to do here.
However, before arguing that some theory gives the best explanations one has to show that
it gives good explanations, and that’s what the rest of this chapter is about. In section 4.3 I present
some explanations listed in section 4.2 in more detail. I begin section 3 with a discussion of which
explanations in terms of truth can, if true, support primitivism. I argue that explanations that
primitivism can give go beyond explanations explicitly invoking a primitive notion of truth, and
instead include explanations that are compatible with primitivism. Primitivism presents a full
picture of how many phenomena are interrelated and need not be restricted only to what is unique
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to it. Nevertheless, unique explanations are essential in choosing between theories based on their
explanatory power, and the rest of section 3 is structured around explanations with varying degrees
of uniqueness. In section 4.3.2, I present some explanations that are unique to alethic primitivism
but can be given by any alethic primitivist. In section 4.3.3, I present some explanations unique to
Asay’s version of primitivism, and finally, in section 4.3.4, I discuss explanations given in terms of
an unspecified notion of truth. In section 4.4 I discuss some explanatory virtues – traits that good
theories are thought to have – and argue that alethic primitivism instantiates these virtues; I
conclude that primitivism should be taken seriously as a theory of truth, but that more work needs
to be done to show that it’s the best theory presently on offer.

4.1
4.1.1

ABDUCTION

Using abduction to argue for primitivism

As is evident from the near absence of alethic primitivism in the literature on theories of truth,104
and from the condescending attitude towards it expressed by influential figures such as Horwich
and Künne,105 this theory is not often viewed as a serious contender to other theories of truth. One
of the difficulties those arguing for primitivism share is to establish the theory from premises that
both the primitivists and the non-primitivists can accept. The challenge is not only to find premises
which are more basic and secure than one’s belief that truth is (not) primitive – strong, plausible
premises which are more fundamental than the primitivist thesis – but to find premises that the
opponent will not reject when they see where the argument’s taking them. As the saying goes, one
person’s modus ponens is another’s modus tollens: if you are convinced that primitivism is not true
then you’ll be convinced that whatever entails primitivism cannot be true either.
It’s not surprising that they struggle to establish primitivism through deductive arguments,
for, as Williamson has it,
one typically needs informative universal premises in order to derive an informative
universal conclusion. All too often, if the argument is deductively valid, opponents
simply reject one of those informative universal premises as “question-begging.” …
[O]ne may declare the premise … an “intuition,” but no such talk forces a sceptic to
accept one’s premise. Such rules of engagement are conductive to deadlock. But in
effect that outcome constitutes defeat for the argument, since in putting it forward the
proponent by implication accepted the burden of proof, and failed to discharge that
burden … When both sides follow the deductive paradigm, the usual result is
stalemate. (2016:275)

104
105

A notable exception is Wyatt and Lynch 2016.
See section 3.4.2 above.
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This dialectical situation was especially clear in the previous discussion of Asay, where I was guilty
of denying him his premises by noting that his opponents can simply reject them. Asay can say that
it’s impossible to separate p from its true that p; his opponent can deny this. He can say that the
concept of truth is part of the proposition it is true that p; his opponent can deny it. And so on.
Where does this leave us? Williamson (2016) argues that we ought to see beyond the
‘deductive paradigm’ and use abduction more (openly) in philosophy.106 I’ll say more about what
an abductive argument is in section 4.1.2 below, but for now, let’s understand it as arguing that a
thesis is true by arguing that it’s the best explanation of some phenomenon (cf. Thagard 1978:77,
Harman 1965:89). Williamson gladly follows his own advice: much of his work follows the
structure of presenting a thesis, investigating how it can be used to explain different phenomena,
and arguing that since his thesis can explain these phenomena better than the alternative theses
can, we should accept his as true (e.g. 1994, 2000, 2013).
As a case in point particularly relevant to our concerns, in Knowledge and its Limits (2000) he
uses this strategy to argue that knowledge is primitive. To ease us into the right frame of mind, he
argues that we shouldn’t expect to be able to give an informative, non-circular analysis of
knowledge by reminding us of how hard it is to come up with adequate analyses of philosophically
interesting concepts, though not for want of trying (2000:31–3). This claim is familiar from the
discussion in chapter 3: the history of adequate, counterexample-free analyses should make us
expect that such analyses are few and far between, perhaps especially with respect to the concepts
philosophers are most eager to analyse. So the “working hypothesis should be that the concept
knows cannot be analysed into more basic concepts”, but that is “not to say that no reflective
understanding of it is possible” (2000:33; italics original). We can say interesting things about
knowledge and its place in our cognitive lives without attempting to reduce it to more basic
concepts.107 Williamson’s “modest positive account” (ibid.) include knowledge’s connection to
other concepts, and in particular knowledge’s connection to other factive mental states such as
remembering (that) and seeing (that), but the details need not bother us: what’s important here is
that he at this point says just enough to make his position intelligible and some of its implications
clear. The rest of the book is, in essence, a more precise rendering of his account and what it can
explain. For instance, he argues that a person’s total evidence is just her total knowledge (chapter
9) and that knowledge is the norm on assertion (chapter 11), thus showing how having access to a
prior notion of knowledge can be used to explain other, puzzling phenomena. Williamson argues

“I propose that philosophy should use a broadly abductive methodology. Indeed, to some extent it already does so.
I propose that it should do so in a bolder, more systematic, more self-aware way” (Williamson 2016:268).
107 Cf. the discussion of Strawson’s connective model of conceptual analysis and the non-mysteriousness of truth in
in chapter 3 above.
106
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that his theory provides the best explanation of these and other phenomena, and that that’s why
we should accept it as true.
Williamson is not alone in using abduction to defend a primitivist thesis. For instance, in
On the Plurality of Worlds (1986), David Lewis argues for modal realism – the thesis that the actual
world is just one of infinitely many possible worlds (where concrete, unactualised worlds are taken
as primitive) which are equally concrete and real – on the basis that it provides the best explanation
of many important phenomena, like modality, propositional content, and properties. He says that
accepting modal realism would “reduce the diversity of notions we must accept as primitive, and
thereby … improve the unity and economy of the … total theory, the whole of what we take to be
true … Modal realism is fruitful; that gives us good reason to believe that it is true” (1986:4). There
are
many ways in which systematic philosophy goes more easily if we may presuppose
modal realism in our analyses. I take this to be a good reason to think that modal
realism is true, just as the utility of set theory in mathematics is a good reason to believe
that there are sets. (1986:vii)
Modal realism can give many and good explanations – and give better explanations than alternative
theories can (1986: chapter 3) – so we should accept it as true. Or so Lewis argues.
Another example is Theodore Sider, who argues in Writing the Book of the World (2011) that
structure is primitive. He argues that “recognizing structure improves our understanding of the
world” (2011:10); our understanding of, among other things, similarity, intrinsic properties, laws
of nature and explanation, reference, epistemic value, and metametaphysics. “Structure is a posit, a
posit that is justified by its ability to improve our theories of these matters” (ibid.; italics original).
Sider here highlights something that’s important to keep in mind, namely that there are many
different concepts which we could have taken as primitive: which one we choose to accept as such
depends to a great extent on how useful it is. As Asay says it, “[t]here are many possible bumps in
the rug that one may take for one’s primitive” (2013a:39), and which one we choose depends on
its utility. Can it improve our theories? Can it help us explain something we wouldn’t otherwise be
able to explain? If Sider is right, then taking structure as a primitive notion gives us the resources
we need to explain the important and difficult phenomena listed above, and so this choice of
primitive pays its way. He argues that no other rival theory matches his explanatory potential (2011:
chapter 8) and that structure “cannot be reduced without loss” (2011:141), and so that we should
accept his theory as true.
Here we have three heavyweight metaphysicians defending primitivist theses by arguing
that it provides the best explanation of various phenomena. This should be enough to make us
suspect that this can be a fruitful way of arguing for alethic primitivism, too, so let’s see if we can
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build the case for alethic primitivism through the same argumentative strategy that Williamson,
Lewis, and Sider uses as the best defence for their respective primitivist theories. But before we get
to that, it will be helpful to say something more about what abduction is.
4.1.2

Abduction, explanation, and explanatory virtues

Abduction, or inference to the best explanation, is an ampliative form of inference which takes us
from some piece of evidence to an explanation of that evidence. It is ampliative in that it goes
beyond what is contained in the premises: whereas the conclusion in a deductively valid argument
follows with necessity from the premises, the premises in an abductive argument cannot guarantee
the truth of the conclusion but only make it likely. An abductive argument has the following form:
thesis X gives good explanations of phenomena x, y, z, no other thesis gives better explanations
than X does, so we should accept X as true. This is a two-pronged argumentative strategy requiring,
first, that one establishes that X can give good explanations, and second, that one establishes that
it gives a better explanation than all the other alternatives can give.
What, then, is a (good) explanation? For the purposes of this thesis, I think it suffices to
think of explanations as answers to why-questions,108 whatever the full story about explanation is.
An explanation is supposed to provide us with an account of why something is the case, as opposed
to knowledge that something is the case. We already know (say) that we shouldn’t assert falsities,
but is that because we should only assert what is true or only what we know (or something else)?
More precisely, an answer to a why-question is only a potential explanation, because if it’s false then
it cannot actually explain anything. I’ll assume that a potential explanation of x is such that if it was
true, it would have explained x (Williamson 2016:266; Lipton 2004:57–9). In the following, I will
understand abduction to be inference to the best of a set of plausible (that is, good enough)
potential explanations. This makes abduction into a two-tiered inference pattern: first we decide
which theories are plausible candidates based on what they can explain, and then we choose the
best from among the (if any) plausible candidates (Lipton (2004:59, chapter 9), Douven (2017: sect.
2)).109

See e.g. Haslanger 2015, Bromberger 1966, and Garfinkel 1981 for more on such an account of explanation.
This is both a more psychological real model of how we use abduction and a partial solution to ‘the problem of the
bad lot’. When inferring that one explanation is better than the others we do not choose among all the alternative
explanations. Our limited capacities ensures that we do not know all the possible explanations; our background
knowledge ensures that we rule out many wildly implausible theories without seriously considering them. The problem
of the bad lot is a serious – and highly contested – problem facing abduction: if all of the explanations are really bad,
then the best of them – the one abduction says we should accept as true – will also be a bad explanation. By requiring
that the lot be adequate something is done to alleviate the problem; but note that there is a huge literature on this that
I’ll not go into here. See e.g. van Fraassen 1989: ch. 6, Lipton 2004:151–63, Iranzo 2001, Okasha 2000, Psillos 1996,
Ladyman et.al. 1997 for a small selection of texts discussing this problem.

108
109
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Which of the good explanations is the best explanation? Roughly, a good explanation is one
which has many explanatory virtues like being simple, elegant, and parsimonious, having a wide
scope and giving a unified account of many phenomena, cohere well with firmly held beliefs and
our best theories, being accurate and informative, and not include ad hoc or gerrymandered elements
(e.g. Williamson 2016:266, Lipton 2004:122, Thagard 1978, Mackonis 2013, Keas 2018, Ylikoski
and Kuorikoski 2010). The best explanation is the one with the highest total value of the virtues.
Many of the virtues pull in opposite directions (the more precise a theory is the less scope it will
normally have, the less parsimonious it is the simpler it can be, etc.), so a good explanation must
strike a good balance between them. Exactly how that is to be done is a hard question, and not one
I know how to answer. Accordingly, I assume that something like the vague comments just given
is correct but will not provide any justification for them. In section 4.4 below I’ll have more to say
about the virtues. For now, I assume we have a good enough grasp on what abduction is to consider
using it to argue for alethic primitivism.

4.2

AN ABDUCTIVE ARGUMENT FOR ALETHIC PRIMITIVISM

To formulate an abductive argument for alethic primitivism, we need three things: a statement of
the thesis, a set of explanations where primitive truth figures, and an assessment of primitivism’s
explanatory virtuousness relative to alternative theories which shows that primitivism provides the
best explanations. The explanations and assessment given here will necessarily be less than
conclusive: each explanation and alternative theory is the focus of much philosophical work, and
here I cannot hope to investigate the relevant issues in enough detail to reach any decisive verdict.
But that is also not my goal: the focus here is on presenting a general argumentative strategy that
the primitivist can use in defending her theory.
In this section, I’ll outline how such an argument could go. To recap, alethic primitivism is
the view that truth is primitive: unanalysable, indefinable, irreducible, and fundamental. It takes
truth as basic in order to analyse and explain other phenomena. So what phenomena can
primitivism explain and which concepts can it analyse? Here is a list of some accounts given in
terms of truth:110 the ones marked with an asterisk will be discussed in more detail in section 4.3
below.
o Belief.* There are many accounts of how belief relates to truth. One says that belief
is the propositional attitude which is governed by a norm of truth such that a belief
is correct iff it is true (e.g. Shah and Velleman 2005, Engel 2004, 2013).
110

These are potential explanations: I take no stand here on their truth.
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o Knowledge.* There are many accounts of knowledge, but all make use of truth.
Traditional accounts take knowledge to be justified true belief, lightweight accounts
take knowledge to be true belief, primitivists accounts claim that something must
be true for it to count as knowledge but refuse to reduce knowledge to truth plus
something more (e.g. Shope 1983, Hawthorne 2002, Williamson 2000).
o Assertion.* Many accounts of assertion make essential use of the concept of truth.
One has it that to assert that p is to present p as true (e.g. Wright 1994, Bar-On and
Simmons 2007), another that when one asserts that p one undertakes a commitment
to the truth of p (e.g. Green 2017), a third that an assertion is correct only if it is
true (e.g. Rähme 2014).
o Truth-theoretic semantics.* According to Davidson, knowing a Tarskian truth
theory for a language is sufficient for understanding it. Since you know the
meanings of expressions in a language if you understand the language, knowing
such a truth theory should be sufficient to knowing the meanings of expressions of
it (e.g. Davidson 1967).
o Propositions.* On most accounts of propositions, they are partially individuated in
terms of truth: being truth-apt is constitutive of what it is to be a proposition. On
all accounts, propositions are bearers of truth-values (e.g. Frege 1918, Russell 1903,
Stalnaker 1976, Keller 2013, Soames 2010).
o The truth schema.* Why are instances of the schema “it is true that p iff p”
necessary, conceptually, and a priori true? According to Asay, because p and it is true
that p are identical (Asay, forthcoming).
o Unsuccessful analyses of truth.* Why have we not been able to give an adequate
analysis of truth even though truth has been one of the central philosophical topics
since at least antiquity, and numerous vigorous attempts at analysing truth have
been made from the beginning of analytic philosophy to this day? The attempts
have been unsuccessful because truth is unanalysable (e.g. Davidson 1996,
Patterson 2010, Asay 2013a).
o Truth-maker theory.* Truth-maker theories are concerned with what grounds
truths, and says that some x is true iff there is a y such that y is a truth-maker for x.
Some take truth as primitive in giving a truth-maker theory: by doing this they can
explain the far more puzzling notion of a truth-maker (e.g. Lowe 2009, Armstrong
2009).
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o Logical consequence. The conclusion in a deductively valid argument follows from
the premises in the sense that if the premises are true then the conclusion must also
be true (e.g. Beall, Restall, and Sagi 2019; see also Sher 2018:262, 353–4).
o Declarative sentences. A sentence is declarative iff it is a sentence which is (or could
have been, depending on the existence of truth-value gaps) truth-evaluable (e.g.
Asay 2013a, Frege 1918).
o Success of science. The reason that science is so successful at predicting and
explaining various phenomena, and that technology is so successful at manipulating
the world, is because our scientific theories are approximately true (e.g.
Chakravartty 2017: sect. 2.1).
o Epistemic justification. There are many accounts of epistemic justification, and
many are given in terms of truth. For instance, some hold that a belief is justified
iff it is produced by a process which reliably leads to truth (e.g. Goldman 2000),
some that it’s justified iff it’s an manifestation of an intellectual virtue which in turn
is “a competence to attain the truth and avoid error” (Sosa 2001:660).
The accounts given here are a mix of accounts given in terms of a substantive notion of truth (e.g.
assertion, belief, knowledge), in terms of a, specifically, primitivist notion of truth (e.g. the truth
schema, unsuccessful analyses of truth, truth-maker theory), and some accounts which perhaps
may even be cast completely in terms of deflationary truth (e.g. truth-theoretic semantics). As I’ll
argue in section 4.3.1 below, they can all be part of the general picture that primitivism paints, even
though not all of them are unique to primitivism.
Note that every explanation in terms of truth given by any other theory of truth can also,
in principle, be given by the primitivist.111 Take an epistemic conception of truth, for instance that
truth is what finite beings like us would believe at the end of inquiry. Such an account may explain
the success of science by saying that the successful sciences today are close to how they will look
at the end of inquiry, when we’ll know everything there is to know about the relevant field. The
primitivist may be totally happy with this: even though she thinks that truth is not reducible to what
we will believe when we know everything there is to know about a field, what we will know then
is what is true. So she can explain the success of science by saying how close it is to science at the
end of inquiry, and take this, in turn, as simply another way of saying that science is successful
because it is approximately true. Or consider a correspondence theory, which may claim that there
Except, of course, explanations specifically about a non-primitivist theory, such as: “truth only functions as an
expressive device because there is nothing more to our concept of truth than what is given by the truth schema, and
this is enough for truth to play its expressive role”.

111
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is a norm on belief such that a belief is successful iff the content of one’s belief correspond to how
things are. This is also an explanation the primitivist can give, but she will view ‘corresponding to
how things are’ as just a different – and not improved – way of saying ‘true’. Or consider the
analysis of generalisations such as “everything she says is true” given by a deflationists. They will
invoke some version of the truth schema (e.g. ‘p is true iff p’) and say that the generalisation is a
shorthand for an infinite disjunction listing everything she may say: “for everything she says, if she
said that ferns are beautiful, then ferns are beautiful, or if she said that obstruction of justice is a
crime, then obstruction of justice is a crime, or …”. This is a way of spelling out generalisations
that the primitivist can also give, and she, too, will view it as a basic fact about truth that it licences
inferences like those captured by the truth schema. But she will not restrict herself to saying that
truth only functions as a convenient device for forming generalisations and the likes.
Since primitivism in principle can give all the explanations in terms of truth that other
theories of truth gives, it is likely that a primitivist theory will have a wider scope (i.e. explain a
greater variety of phenomena) than the alternatives. This will, of course, depend on what particular
versions of alethic primitivism says, but prima facie we have reason to believe that any version will
be of wider scope than most other theories of truth. Wideness of scope is an explanatory virtue
(see section 4.4.1 below), so let’s take this as a cue to say something about how the primitivist could
argue that her theory is the best theory currently on offer, and so the one we should accept as true.
(The following is only a brief sketch of how this second part of the abductive argument could be
fleshed out.)
It will be useful to distinguish between substantive and deflationary theories when
explaining how primitivism (allegedly) provides us with better explanations than what other
theories of truth do. Let me first state how one could argue that primitivism can provide better
explanations than substantive theories can. First, if the point made in the previous paragraphs is
correct, then primitivism will arguably have a larger scope than any other inflationary theory.112
Secondly, on the assumption that some (set of) concepts are fundamental (see chapter 3 above),
any theory will have to take some concepts as primitive. What the different substantive theories
take as primitive will, of course, vary with the specifics of the theory. A correspondence theory
may, for instance, say that x is a true proposition iff there is a state of affairs z such that x represents
z and z obtains (see e.g. David 1994:42, 45–51). This account may well have to take state of affairs
and representation as primitive. Or take a coherence theory which says that x is true iff x is entailed
by “the largest consistent set of propositions currently believed by actual people” (Young 2018:
Pluralism will achieve much of the same, but likely at the cost of reducing the simplicity and parsimony (and perhaps
also unity) of the theory by invoking many properties or concepts to do the work that primitivism posits one concept
(or property) to do.
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sect. 1). Such an account may have to take either beliefs or propositions as primitive. Whatever the
exact details, proponents of these accounts have to show that their choice of primitive is more
plausible and fruitful than taking truth as primitive, something which may prove challenging (see
chapter 3 for a defence of the claim that truth is a plausible primitive). For instance, states of affairs
are arguably involved in fewer explanations than truth is: if so, a theory S taking states of affairs as
primitive can explain fewer things than a theory P taking truth as primitive. To make up for the
lesser scope, S will have to take more concepts as primitive, resulting in a theory that is less simple
and parsimonious.
The situation is a bit different with deflationary theories. Here the decision will not be as
directly about which primitives are more explanatorily potent but hinge on whether (some version
or another of) deflationism can explain everything that we would otherwise use a substantive
notion of truth to explain. The question is, in effect, whether one can deflate truth without
explanatory loss. If one can, then deflationism is simpler and more parsimonious than primitivism:
therefore, also better than primitivism. It seems to me that the best option for the primitivist in
arguing that her theory gives better explanations than deflationism does is to argue that
deflationism is not able to account for everything we need truth for.113
This concludes my outline of an abductive argument for alethic primitivism. The success
of a fleshed-out version of this argument depends on whether the explanations given in terms of
truth are good ones – whether the theory is explanatorily virtuous – and whether it is better – i.e.
more virtuous – than other theories of truth are. In the rest of this chapter, I’ll present some of the
explanations in more detail and argue that primitivism is indeed an explanatory virtuous theory;
arguing that it is the best theory is left for another time and place.

4.3

THE EXPLANATORY POWER OF PRIMITIVISM
4.3.1

Theory individuation and uniquely supporting explanations

As we saw in the last section, primitivism can be used to explain quite a lot. In this section, I’ll go
through a few of the proposed explanations to further motivate the claim that primitivism is an
explanatorily potent theory. Before we continue, it’s worth making explicit that when saying that
primitivism can explain something I take this to mean that a primitive notion of truth figures in an

Luckily for the primitivist, then, there is a large literature trying to establish just this. See e.g. Gupta 2005, David
1994, Wright 2005, roughly half of the papers in Armour-Garb and Beall 2005, Stoljar and Damnjanovic 2014: sect. 7,
Patterson 2002, Lynch 2009: chapter 6. I think it’s fair to say that this has been one of the leading questions in the
philosophical literature on truth since at least the early 1990s, and that it still is far from clear which side will eventually
gain the upper hand.
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explanation of it, but the explanation will normally involve more than truth. An explanation of e.g.
what knowledge is doesn’t simply fall out of alethic primitivism – but that is to be expected: we
need more to work with than truth alone to explain extra-alethic phenomena. Moreover, many of
the explanations in terms of truth are not unique to primitivism but can be given equally well by
many (substantive) theories of truth. What I call an explanation that primitivism can give is thus
an explanation where truth figures as an explanatory notion and which is compatible with alethic
primitivism.
There is a sense in which the explanations (why something is the case) and implications (that
something is the case) that primitivism shares with other theories are not part of primitivism. On
this view, only what is unique to primitivism is, strictly speaking, part of the primitivist theory. That
is, in my opinion, an unduly restrictive way of thinking of theories: if only what is unique to a theory
is strictly speaking part of it then theories are indeed impoverished things. That there is much
overlap between theories is a sign that they try to explain the same or similar phenomena (and
hopefully that there is much that is correct in all of them) and as long as it’s reasonably clear what
belongs to which theory the overlap should not be of any concern. So although most of these
explanations are not unique to primitivism, I count them as explanations that primitivism can give
and so, to the extent that they are correct, as support for the theory.114
It may be objected that although primitivism is more than its unique parts, a discussion of
its non-unique explanations is irrelevant when giving an abductive argument, since only what goes
beyond the shared content of the theories is useful in deciding which theory is better.115 This, I
believe, is the wrong way to think about it. When choosing between theories based on their
explanatory virtues the complete picture that each theory paints will count. Say that we are deciding
between the theories S and T, which both give explanations x, y, and z, and which can give one
unique explanation each: S can give s, and T can give t. We cannot simply look at whether s or t is
the best explanation, since when judging virtues such as simplicity, elegance, and nongerrymandering the complete picture makes a difference. For example, it may be that each of x, y,
z, and s are nice and simple but that they form a gerrymandered and ad hoc whole: this is not
something we can discover if we only look at a few explanations in isolation from the broader
picture. We must take the relation between different explanations into account when assessing a
theory’s virtues, and we will not be able to do so if we only look at a few of the explanations it can
give.
114 Compare this to Horwich’s deflationism: at its core is his deflationism about truth, but the general theory he presents

encompass meaning, intentionality, epistemic normativity, ‘quietist metaphysics’, and more (see especially his TruthMeaning-Reality, 2010). Many of the accounts he gives is, or can be, shared by other theories, and few follow from his
theory of truth alone, but that’s not to hinder them to be part of (and so, if right, support for) his account.
115 Thanks to Ainar Miyata-Sturm for pressing me on this.
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However, if the explanations given are too generic they will not be able to support
primitivism as opposed to any other theory which can give the same explanations. It is clear that
for an abductive argument to be successful the theory argued for must have content distinguishing
it from other theories: otherwise, we have no basis for saying that one theory is better than the
other. A worry with many of the proposed explanations outlined in the previous section (and
discussed below) is that they are not unique to primitivism. Some of them may not even be unique
to substantive theories of truth: for instance, it is not certain that truth-theoretical semantics require
a more substantive notion of truth than what deflationism can provide.116 It is not the case that
primitivism, as opposed to any other (substantial) theory of truth, is vindicated by the explanations
of e.g. belief, propositions, and validity: few117 explanations where truth figure lay down restrictions
on how (or if) truth should be analysed. As mentioned above, this is not a problem in itself: the
explanations are part of the overlap between different theories, part of what’s common between
them. However, it is a problem if a theory can give no unique explanations. For what could then
make us choose primitivism, rather than any other, theory?
One way to remedy this situation is to add an additional argument along these lines: the
best explanation of how truth can figure in all of these explanations – of why it is involved with all
these other concepts – is that it is unanalysable and fundamental. Another way is to present a fuller
version of alethic primitivism which can offer unique explanations so that we know that the theory
is (uniquely) supported if what it predicts obtain and if its explanations are good. (And just as
important: that we know that the theory is unsupported – and likely false – if its explanations are
inadequate.) I will pursue both of these strategies here. In section 4.3.2 I will present explanations
that any version of alethic primitivism can give, including explaining truth’s explanatory power with
the (alleged) fact that truth is unanalysable and fundamental. In section 4.3.3 I will present
explanations specific to Asay’s brand of primitivism. This is not a random choice: his theory is
well-developed and has interesting implications not shared by other theories: in particular, that
truth is part of each and every propositional thought (Omnipresence). This makes explanations
given in terms of Omnipresence, if true, uniquely support his version of alethic primitivism. In
order to present a fuller picture of what primitivism can explain we have to look beyond what is

For discussion and defence of the claim that deflationists can avail themselves of truth-theoretical semantics see
e.g. Williams 1999, Burgess 2011, and Horwich 1998b:72. For rejection of this claim see e.g. Dummett 1959, Gupta
2005, Hershfield and Soles 2003, Horwich 1998a:68–71, and Collins 2002. If truth-theoretic semantics doesn’t require
more of the concept of truth than what deflationism can give then truth’s involvement here is obviously not able to
distinguish different theories of truth on explanatory grounds. However, 1) it is not certain that this is the case, and 2)
this is still part of the story of what we can build with the concept of truth, even if this part of the story only concerns
truth’s function is a generalisation device.
117 Except for explanations pertaining explicitly to the theory at hand. For instance, an explanation of why truth cannot
be analysed is only compatible with a theory which says that truth cannot be analysed.
116
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unique to primitivism, and in section 4.3.4 I present explanations given in terms of an unspecified
notion of truth. These explanations are not able to uniquely support primitivism if true, but they
are nonetheless part of the package primitivism can offer.
The picture that emerges is, in my opinion, rather compelling. If it’s correct, then it shows
truth to be essentially involved with many important phenomena, such as belief, knowledge,
semantic theory, propositions, and much more besides, and thus to be at the centre of our cognitive
and linguistic lives. The explanations which are specific to Asay’s brand of primitivism even try to
show how truth is part of all thought and talk. To the extent that the explanations given in this and
the previous section are on the right track, they show how taking truth as primitive gives a unified
picture of many important phenomena by connecting them all to truth, which in turn gives us
reason to believe that primitivism is true. More humbly, it gives us a reason to take primitivism
seriously as a contender to other theories of truth: whether it should be accepted as true depends
on its explanatory virtues relative to other theories. The following is a handful of accounts that
primitivists can give to explain various phenomena.118
4.3.2

Explanations in terms of primitive truth
UNSUCCESSFUL ANALYSES OF TRUTH

Truth has been a central topic in philosophy for as long as the field has existed, and some version
of conceptual analysis has been on the philosophical menu since at least Plato’s time. During this
time there have been many attempts at analysing truth. Still, we are far from arriving at anything
close to a widely accepted analysis of truth. Primitivism provides a straightforward explanation of
this: we haven’t found the correct analysis of truth yet because truth cannot be analysed (e.g.
Davidson 1996, Patterson 2010, Asay 2013a). Since we have discussed this in previous chapters
(see especially chapter 3) I will not pause to discuss it further.
TRUTH-MAKER THEORY

Some things are true, like the sentence “polar bears are endangered”. In virtue of what is this
sentence, and other true truth-bearers, true? That is what the theories of truth-making tries to
answer, and the short answer they give is that something is true iff it has a truthmaker (e.g. Rami
2009:3). The long answer is of course more complicated, and there is a substantial and growing
literature aiming to spell out the details of truth-making (including whether every truth is true by

Just to be clear, I’m not necessarily endorsing any of the following explanations. The point is to show how
primitivists can avail themselves of abduction in arguing for their view, not to present my own view or defend particular
accounts.
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having a truth-maker, or if this isn’t the case with e.g. negative existential claims and
counterfactuals).119 Different truth-maker theorists take the relationship between truth and truthmaking to be widely different. For instance, some use truth-making to give an account of truth (e.g.
Jago 2018), some view truth-making as a descendant of the correspondence theory of truth (e.g.
Armstrong 1997),120 and some take truth as primitive in giving a truth-maker theory (e.g. Lowe
2009, Armstrong 2009). There is much to favour viewing the projects of explaining truth and of
explaining truth-making as distinct all the while truth-making seems to presuppose an
independently established notion of truth when talking about how some part of the world (say, a
fact) makes another (say, a proposition) true. Armstrong presents the following as a “theory of the
nature of truth”:
p (a proposition) is true if and only if there exists a T (some entity in the world) such
that T necessitates that p and p is true in virtue of T
… If every truth has a truth-maker, then this formula tells us what truth in general is.
But I do not wish to call it a definition, because the right-hand side of the formula may
involve the notion of truth. A fundamental concept such as truth is likely to be so
entwined with other fundamental notions that no total explication of it in terms of
other concepts is possible. (2009:126)
Taking truth as primitive enables Armstrong to focus on what he views as less fundamental and
more puzzling phenomena, such as truth-making. It may be possible to give a perfectly fine account
of truth alongside one’s account of truth-making, but a primitive concept of truth provides a
reasonable starting point from which to investigate the relation between truth-bearers and the
world making them true which doesn’t need to wait on finding the correct analysis of truth first.
EXPLAINING TRUTH’S EXPLANATORY POTENTIAL

Harking back to the list of explanations given in the previous section, what explains the fact that
truth can be used to give so many explanations? (Remember that these are potential explanations
– explanations which would explain x, y, etc. if they were true.) Well, one of the things we should
expect from a primitive concept is that it can be used to explain many other concepts and
phenomena. If not, it is a questionable choice of primitive which doesn’t sit well with the criteria
for fundamentality discussed in chapter 3, in particular the criteria of pervasiveness and generality.
Turning this on its head, if a concept shows up in many explanations then it is a good choice of a
primitive. This in itself – that many explanations can be given in terms of truth – is a good reason
to believe in alethic primitivism (that is, after all, the basis for this abductive argument). But more
119
120

See e.g. the papers collected in Lowe and Rami 2009, MacBride 2019, Armstrong 2004, Rodriguez-Pereyra 2006.
For a discussion of the relationship between correspondence theories of truth and truth-making, see David 2009.
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than that, we should expect a concept which shows up in many explanations to be primitive (at least
if something like the tolerant view of primitives, according to which we should expect and accept
that some concepts will not be analysable and not view primitivism as a view of last resort, is
correct). A primitive concept is one we would expect to be able to explain many other concepts,
so a good explanation of why a concept can explain many concepts is that it is primitive.
4.3.3

Explanations in terms of Asay’s omnipresence thesis

It will be remembered from chapter 2 that Asay defends the so-called omnipresence thesis of truth,
according to which the concept of truth is part of each and every proposition. He uses this thesis
to explain why truth is primitive: if truth is part of every proposition then any proposed definition
(which either is a proposition or an expression of one) will already have presupposed truth. In a
more recent paper Asay defends a modified version of the omnipresence thesis, according to which
the concept of truth is part of each and every propositional thought understood as a mental state,
and not necessarily part of the proposition itself (forthcoming, p. 6, 14–5).121 Here I’ll focus on this
new version.
The leading question of Asay (forthcoming) is: which thoughts require possession of the
concept of truth? That is, which thoughts can we token only if we have the concept of truth? The
answer he gives, as you may have guessed, is that each and every propositional thought require the
concept of truth. The most promising arguments he gives in support of this claim are the following:
1) “[T]he notion of truth is inextricably linked to the various kinds of cognitive and speech
acts that we perform with propositions” so truth is involved whenever we engage in those
acts (forthcoming, p. 13).
2) “[T]he best explanation of the equivalencies captured by the truth schemas is that all
propositional thoughts are identical to thoughts that do appear to be about truth” (ibid.).
Interestingly enough, 2) is an abductive argument.122 As we saw above, Asay is not the first to posit
a link between truth and various speech- and cognitive acts, like assertion, belief, knowledge, denial,

The other primitivist which held something like Omnipresence is Frege, which also took truth to be part of the
proposition that p and used this to explain the lack of difference between p and it is true that p (or: p is true) ((e.g.
1997:228, 297, 323, 328). Asay (2013a, 2013b) departs from Frege in taking the concept (in the modern, not Fregean,
sense) of truth to be part of the proposition, and departs further in (forthcoming) by taking the concept to be part of
propositional thoughts understood as mental states.

121

So Asay uses abduction to support primitivism, but, in my opinion, in a less than effective way. He uses it as one
way to support one of the premises in a deductive argument (the argument is: if possessing a concept C is necessary
for forming a thought T, C is a constituent of T. Possessing the concept of truth is necessary for forming every thought,
thus the concept of truth is a constituent of every thought (forthcoming, pp. 7–13, 6)). As Williamson says: “once one is
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etc., which are “propositional in nature” (forthcoming, p. 12). But his claim in 1) is implausibly strong:
there are many explanations of these acts which don’t make explanatory use of truth, so truth
cannot be ‘inextricably linked’ to them.123 What he could have argued instead is that the best
explanation of these acts (and other phenomena) requires accepting the omnipresence thesis. This
would also fit nicely with the abductive argument in 2). Here I will first present Asay’s own
abductive argument before showing how accepting Omnipresence gives one more resources to
explain at least some attitudes and acts which are “propositional in nature”. For brevity I’ll only
discuss assertion, but it’s plausible (though left unargued) that it generalises to other attitudes.
THE TRUTH-SCHEMA

The truth schema comes in various versions depending on what one takes to be the primary bearers
of truth. Taking propositions as truth-bearers, one version of the schema reads
it is true that p iff p.
Let’s call the substitution instances of this schema ‘T-sentences’. T-sentences are not only true, but
necessary, conceptually, and a priori true. What explains this tight connection between the left- and
right-hand side of the biconditional? Asay claims that the propositions p and it is true that p are
identical, because ‘their’ identity would be the best explanation of why instances of the truth schema
are true (forthcoming, p. 10, 13). If they are identical, there is no wonder why instances of the schema
holds good – it would be impossible for one side to obtain but not the other.
THE IDENTITY THESIS

The following is supposed to explain the identity thesis which in the previous paragraph was used
to explain the T-sentences. Some (notably Asay and Frege) have the intuition that the
proposition(s) expressed by e.g. “Mill was right about names all along” and “it is true that Mill was
right about names all along” are one and the same. The identity thesis plays a large role in Asay’s
permitted to use abduction in supporting the premises of the deduction, why not use it directly to support the
conclusion? The rationale for deductivism is undermined” (2016:276). If the motivation for offering a deductive
argument is to reach the conclusion by the most secure means possible then using abduction to support the premises
has already undermined this, so one might as well avoid the extra trouble of arguing from the premises to the
conclusion.
Also, an abductive argument loses much of its strength when it’s wielded in such a piecemeal fashion by
ensuring that the explanation will have small scope. Better, then, to give it an overreaching abductive argument which
can make effective explanatory use of a theory.
123Accounts of these acts that avoid relying on truth are at least as widely accepted as deflationary theories of truth,
since deflationism denies that truth is explanatory potent. For some examples, see Horwich 1998b:16–8, 95–6, chapters
7, 8, 2010:51–2, chapter 4, and discussion in the papers collected in Brown and Cappelen 2011 (on assertion) and Chan
2013 (on belief). So the claim that we cannot give an account of these acts which doesn’t involve truth is surely too
strong since there are accounts that do just this.
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omnipresence argument (see chapter 2 above). However, as I argued in chapter 2, Asay has not
provided us with a strong argument for the thesis. So he is lacking a good account of why p and it
is true that p are identical. Luckily, then, Omnipresence can be used to explain this, as follows.124
Assume that propositional thoughts are composed of concepts, and assume that the
concept of truth is a component in each and every thought. Then we can readily explain why it’s a
fact (if indeed it is a fact) that that we cannot think (say) that buildings can be made out of brick
without at the same time thinking that it’s true that buildings can be made out of brick, or why we
have not ‘added’ anything to the propositional content of “buildings can be made out of brick” if
we instead say “it’s true that buildings can be made out of brick” (e.g. Asay 2013b:508–9; see
chapter 2). For if the concept of truth is already present in every proposition, then expressing the
same proposition with an additional truth operator will not add propositional content to what’s
expressed because
the expression ‘It is true that p’ makes explicit what is otherwise left implicit by ‘p’. The
reason that the two thoughts are identical is that adding the operator ‘it is true that’
ends up adding nothing that is not already present. (2013a:153)
Thus the “second claim of omnipresence [i.e. that truth is part of every proposition] might be
thought to explain the first [i.e. that p is identical to it’s true that p]” (ibid.).
It’s perhaps a bit curious that Asay recognises this all the while his omnipresence argument
uses the identity thesis as a central premise in arguing for the omnipresence thesis, thus getting the
explanatory priority wrong by his own lights. It’s revealing that Asay uses Omnipresence, and not
Identity, when giving explanations based on his theory (see especially his 2013a: chapter 8). I think
this explanatory direction is the correct one: it is Omnipresence which is doing the explanatory
work in Asay’s account, so any claim that his account provides the best explanation of some
phenomena should include an appeal to Omnipresence (as opposed to Identity or an unspecified
notion of truth).

ASSERTION

It’s often said that to assert is to present as true,125 but however true it may sound it is not especially
informative. What is it to present p as true (or “put claims out there as being true” (Asay 2013a:266),

Note that this is turning the omnipresence arguments upside down: instead of arguing from Identity to
Omnipresence, Omnipresence is vindicated insofar as it can explain Identity.
125 See e.g. Wright 1994:23, 34; Bar-On and Simmons 2007:70, Asay 2013a:265–7.
124
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etc.)?126 It can’t be to predicate truth of the proposition that p, for from that it follows that each
and every assertion is about the truth of some proposition. And that’s contrary to all appearances:
when I assert that black holes have no hair I predicate hairlessness of black holes and not truth of
the proposition that black holes have no hair (cf. Greimann 2007:97, Alston 2007:11). Most assertions
are not at all about truth or truth-bearers, so if to present p as true means to predicate truth of it
then this account cannot be correct.
It’s perhaps more plausible to account for assertion in terms of truth if we shift the focus
from the descriptive to the normative. Instead of saying that to assert is to present as true we could
say that the norm on assertion is, roughly, to assert only things which are true (or: which the asserter
believes to be true). This has the benefit of explaining counterexamples to the previously
considered accounts as mere norm violations – in the case of lying, for instance, you are still
asserting but you are violating a norm while doing so – and of explaining what’s intuitively wrong
with many non-sincere assertions. As it stands it has the drawback of not explaining what assertion
itself is, but this could be remedied by saying something like: an assertion is a saying127 which is
governed by the truth-norm, where the truth-norm is something like “[o]ne must: assert p only if p
is true” (Williamson 2000:242).128
Alston considers four “different connection[s] between asserting that p and presenting p as
a truth” and rejects them because “they all require the asserter to have command of the concept
of propositional truth” (2007:12). And this can’t be the case, or so Alston believes, for
[i]sn’t it clear that a toddler could carry on a conversation … without being able to
claim, as implicitly as you like provided it is a genuine claim, that the propositional
content of the original utterance is true, or even that any proposition is true, lacking at
that point the conceptual development necessary for making such a claim? (2007:13)
But this is something that Asay is committed to denying. From Omnipresence it follows that any
toddler which is able to think I’m tired is thereby able to think it’s true that I’m tired (see especially
Asay, forthcoming, p. 22–3, 27–8). Whether you think this is an advantage or a shortcoming of his
account, what’s important here is that it opens up for accepting one of Alston’s four ways of
fleshing out the slogan that to assert is to present as true. These are
For a somewhat different formulation see Green (2017): “Assertion is, more precisely, a member of a group of
speech acts I shall call the assertive family, which is that class of communicative actions in which a speaker undertakes a commitment
to the truth of a proposition. Among other family members are conjectures, presuppositions, presumptions, and educated
guesses” (italics mine, no pagination).
127 I.e. a locutionary act, an act which is “the utterance of certain noises … with a certain sense and with a certain
reference” (Austin 1975:94–5, quoted in Cappelen, forthcoming, p. 2).
128 To avoid confusion: Williamson argues against this account and for a structurally similar account in terms of
knowledge. See e.g. Williams (1966) and Dummett (1981) for different accounts which both take assertions to aim at
truth.
126
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1) “To make an assertion is to claim that the propositional content of one’s utterance is true”
2) “In making an assertion one represents oneself as presenting a true proposition”
3) “When one makes an assertion, one would be prepared to claim that one was presenting a
true proposition if the question were raised as to what one takes oneself to be doing”
4) “If one asserts that p but does not suppose that it is true that p, one is guilty of deceit of
some sort – misleading the hearer, misrepresenting one’s beliefs, or the like” (2007:12)
We can see how e.g. 2) is an improvement of the proposal that to assert is to express one’s
judgement about p’s truth-value: you may be lying, but while doing so you are in some sense
representing yourself to your audience as a sincere asserter. What’s important here is that a
proponent of the omnipresence thesis is free to help herself to any of these accounts. With
resources given her by Omnipresence she can claim that every asserter possesses the concept of
truth – because (or so she can say) whatever you assert you are asserting that it’s true, and because
someone “who lacked any conception of truth would not be able to believe or assert something,
since those activities are constituted by their relationship to truth” (Asay, forthcoming, p. 12). This is
an example of Omnipresence’s resourcefulness: accounts that are closed off to others, like 1)–4)
above, are open to the proponent of this thesis.129
So whether one tries to flesh out what it means to say that to assert is to present as true,
give a norm-based account of assertion, or explain assertion without any appeal to norms, truth
will likely be a significant explanatory concept in the account. Exactly how to account for assertion
is contested, and someone appealing to the omnipresence thesis is less restricted in the explanations
she can give of what assertion is.
4.3.4

Explanations in terms of an unspecified notion truth
BELIEF

Belief is perhaps the most central among the propositional attitudes, because many other attitudes
depend on the subject also having a belief (e.g. to regret that humans haven’t yet sent a manned
probe to Mars involve believing that we haven’t done so already; see e.g. Boghossian 2003:43) and
because of its close connection to action (to do x in order to achieve y, one plausibly has to believe
that x is a means for achieving y). To believe that p is to believe that p obtains or is a fact – that is,
to think that p is true. This is one way in which truth is (apparently) essentially involved with belief.
My guess is that many will be unconcerned with having these option closed off. But if one finds that Asay’s version
of primitivism is a promising theory of truth, then one will be happy to find that from its curious consequences new
avenues of explanation are opened up.
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However, this doesn’t distinguish belief from other attitudes: as Shah and Velleman says,
“assuming that p, supposing that p, and even imagining that p entail … regarding [p] as true”
(2005:497; their italics). So what distinguishes belief from other propositional attitudes? Shah and
Velleman argues that the answer is truth, because belief is related to truth in two additional ways:
First, truth is what regulates belief in the sense that when one forms, revises, and
extinguishes a belief “one responds to evidence and reasoning in ways that are designed to be truthconducive. Hence belief is regulated for truth, whereas other, non-belief-involving cognitive
attitudes are not” (ibid.), and the truth-directness of belief resides in the mechanisms that regulate
(i.e. form, revise, and extinguish) belief. This is a way of spelling out the common but rather vague
claim that belief aims at truth (see e.g. Engel 2004, 2015, and the papers in Chan 2013 for different
ways to understand this claim). These are (fallible) truth-tracking mechanisms, and “[b]eing
regulated by any truth-tracking mechanism will then be sufficient for a cognition to count as truthdirected” (2005:499).
Second, “[a]lso part of the concept [of belief] is a standard of correctness. Classifying an
attitude as a belief entails applying to it the standard of being correct if and only if it is true”
(2005:498). Unlike the previous claim that belief is regulated by a truth-tracking mechanism, this is
a normative claim: one ought to believe that p only if p is true. Clearly, we have many beliefs that are
false. But these beliefs are defective in some way: there is something wrong with a belief that his
false (contrast this with e.g. a hope for something that cannot come to obtain: the hope isn’t defect
if its content is false or impossible). A straightforward explanation of what is wrong with false
beliefs is that the criteria by which we judge the correctness of beliefs is truth, so a belief that is
false is incorrect by the standard of belief.
So according to Shah and Velleman, not only do you believe in the truth of p iff you believe
that p, but truth is also what regulates belief and what constitutes its norm of correctness. There
could hardly be any account of anything where truth is more involved than in this account of belief.
There is a substantial literature on what the, if any, norms of belief are, and there are some
accounts that avoid relying on truth as an explanatory notion (e.g. Horwich 2013, Papineau 2013,
Glüer and Wikforss 2013). They try to explain away that truth is the norm that governs (and partially
constitutes) belief. Perhaps they need to do so only because the current dialectic is rigged against
non-truth based views, or perhaps it’s because those that claim that truth is involved in belief are
really onto something. Either way, making use of truth to explain belief can be tempting, and the
primitivist can give in to this temptation without any reservation.
KNOWLEDGE
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Truth figures in virtually every proposed account of (propositional) knowledge, for good reason.
It doesn’t seem possible to know something that is false: it seems that a basic fact about knowledge
is that p is not a candidate for knowledge if it’s false. For example, if I hallucinate that there is a
bear on the path in front of me, I cannot know that the bear is there in front of me no matter how
well justified my belief to that effect is (or how reliable the belief-forming process generally is). We
might not always be able to distinguish cases of knowledge from cases which would have
constituted knowledge if only p were true, but that’s a different matter which does not show that
truth is irrelevant to knowledge. Here I’ll briefly present truth’s role in three different kinds of
accounts of knowledge: 1) traditional JTB accounts, 2) ‘lightweight’ accounts, and 3) primitivist
(‘knowledge-first’) accounts.
1) Traditionally, knowledge has been defined as justified, true belief (JTB); that is, with
truth as an essential part of the definition. The Gettier cases cast serious doubt on the correctness
of this account. Gettier presented cases where the proposition justifiably believed is true in virtue
of something unforeseen: S is justified in believing that p, but her belief is true only by some
epistemic luck so, intuitively, S doesn’t know that p. The common response to Gettier cases – to
provide some additional feature that has to be present or modify the justification-criteria – shows
how the truth-criteria is taken to be absolutely essential to knowledge.130 So whatever is wrong with
JTB, it’s generally accepted that the truth-criteria is not it.131
2) Next, consider ‘lightweight accounts of knowledge’ (Ichikawa and Steup 2018: sect. 2).
Perhaps there are (at least) two different kinds of (propositional) knowledge: one heavy-duty
concept which looks a lot like JTB and its lightweight sibling requiring only true belief. To use an
example from Hawthorne (2002), the correct answer to the question “how many people in the
room know that Vienna is the capital of Austria?” is perhaps just the number of people in the room
who answers “Vienna” when asked “what is the capital of Austria?”, regardless of their justification
for believing that Vienna is in fact the capital. This shows how central truth is to analyses of
knowledge: truth is part of the analysis also of an alternative concept of knowledge with less
restrictive constitutive criteria.
3) Although primitivist accounts of knowledge obviously does not analyse knowledge in
terms of truth or anything else, truth is still central to what they take knowledge to be. For example,
Williamson (2000) takes knowledge to be the most general factive state, the factive state which is
130 See Shope (1983) for a presentation of the cycle of revised JTB accounts, counterexamples to these revised accounts,

and new revised accounts which avoids the counterexamples but are open to new ones, from the 18 years immediately
following Gettier (1963).
131 Hazlett (2010, 2012) argues that “S knows that p” can be true even though p is false, but his account is about the
verb ‘to know’ and not about the concept or property of knowledge – that still requires truth on his account.
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entailed by every other factive state (2000:34, 37). A factive state is a propositional attitude132 and
an “attitude is factive if and only if, necessarily, one has it only to truths” (2000:34). Even though
he doesn’t give a definition of knowledge in terms of truth or anything else, truth is still absolutely
central to his account of knowledge. Truth is an essential part of his explanation of what knowledge
is, and so essential to knowledge – if Williamson is right – even if knowledge doesn’t reduce to
truth.
TRUTH-THEORETIC SEMANTICS

According to Davidson, truth(-conditions) play an important role in giving the meaning of natural
language sentences. Let’s follow Davidson in assuming that a theory of meaning must state how
the meanings of complex expressions of the language are composed of the meanings of their
primitive parts (1967:304). Whatever else a theory of meaning does, it must say something about
how the meanings of sentences vary systematically with the meaning of the words it is composed
of. Such a theory would be adequate to the data, Davidson claims, if it provides instances of the
schema
(T)

s is T iff p

for every sentence s of the object language L, where ‘p’ is a translation of s in the metalanguage.
What we require of a theory of meaning for a language L is that without appeal to any
(further) semantical notions it place enough restrictions on the predicate ‘is T’ to entail
all sentences from the schema T when ‘s’ is replaced by a structural description of a
sentence of L and ‘p’ by that sentence … [T]he sentences to which the predicate ‘is T’
applies will be just the true sentences of L, for the condition we have placed on
satisfactory theories of meaning is in essence Tarski’s convention T that test the
adequacy of a formal semantic definition of truth … [A] theory of meaning for a
language L shows “how the meanings of sentences depend upon the meanings of
words” if it contains a (recursive) definition of truth-in-L. (1967:309–10)
Briefly put, Tarski’s ‘Convention T’ (the material adequacy criterion) says that any adequate theory
of truth must entail all instances of the schema (T). Whatever else it should provide, it must follow
from it (says Tarski) e.g. that ‘Ainar is handsome’ is true-in-English iff Ainar is handsome, that
‘Ainar er kjekk’ is true-in-Norwegian iff Ainar is handsome, and so on. Each instance of the schema
defines truth for s, relative to the (object) language in question. If a theory entails all instances of
the schema, then ‘is T’ is co-extensional with ‘is true(-in-L)’: all and only the true sentences of the
object language are in the extension of ‘is T’ (Lepore and Ludwig 2007:33). (Note that the theory

132

Which also is a state, as opposed to a process.

88

Mariona E. Miyata-Sturm

Chapter 4: The Abductive Argument For Alethic Primitivism

defines truth-in-L, but says nothing about the underlying notion of truth different languages have
in common.)
A theory of meaning must in some way map object language sentences onto synonymous
metalanguage sentences (in order to give the meaning of the object language sentences). Davidson
recognised that Convention T ensures that the theory entails such a mapping. We can replace ‘is
true(-in-L) iff’ with ‘means that’ in any of the instances of schema (T) to get a true meaning-stating
sentence which correctly matches the object-and metalanguage sentences. So, for instance, we can
change
‘Ainar is handsome’ is true (in English) iff Ainar is handsome
into the correct statement of the meaning of the sentence in question:
‘Ainar is handsome’ means (in English) that Ainar is handsome.
This is guaranteed by how the schema is filled out: since p is a translation of s, it will give the
meaning of s. So this gives us a method for providing sentences which map object language
sentences onto synonymous metalanguage sentences.
But it’s not enough to match sentences with each other: we must show how the meaning
of a complex expression is composed out of the meaning of its parts. And, as Davidson says in the
quote above, a theory of meaning “shows ‘how the meanings of sentences depend upon the
meanings of words’ if it contains a (recursive) definition of truth-in-L” (1967:310), such as Tarski’s.
A recursive definition specify 1) what the basic members of the set in question are (here: words
and other building blocks of sentences), and 2) how more complex members are built out of the
basic ones (here: how sentences are composed of words133). Here is a toy example. Say that the
object language has a finite set of meaningful words – in our example, only proper names and
predicates – and a finite number of rules for how to combine them. The metalanguage specifies
the meaning of the names and predicates, like this:
The object referred to by the name ‘Ainar’ is Ainar
x satisfies the predicate ‘is handsome’ iff x is handsome,134

And other sentential components; the details needn’t bother us here. But note that it’s not part of the theory to
specify the meanings of the atoms, only how they combine to form meaningful molecules.
134 I.e.: ‘is handsome’ is true of x iff x is handsome.
133
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and says that a sentence composed of a name and a predicate is true iff the object referred to by
the name satisfies the predicate. Add to this a collection of recursive rules for how to combine
these sentences into more complex ones, for instance
For all sentences s, ‘not s’ is true iff it is not the case that s is true
For all sentences s, r, ‘s and r’ is true iff (s is true and r is true).
These rules give the truth conditions of complex sentences by giving the truth conditions of the
simpler sentences (and their parts) composing them. The stepwise application of the rules shows
how a complex expression is built out of smaller parts, and the result is a specification (in the
metalanguage) of the truth conditions of the sentence in question. (It would take us too far afield
to show how this can be done here, but see e.g. Lepore and Ludwig 2007:32–3 for a simple example
and the rest of their book for applications to harder cases.)
This is, very roughly, how Davidson proposes to use Tarski’s definitions of truth to give a
theory of meaning, and it provides us with a good example of how truth can be used to explain
other concepts.
PROPOSITIONS

On most accounts, propositions are (partially) individuated in terms of truth: whatever else they
are – objects of belief and other attitudes, what synonymous sentences in the same or different
languages have in common, what’s designated by that-clauses, etc. – they are entities which can be
true or false. That is, not only are they truth-bearers, but they are, at least in part, individuated by
their truth-aptness and role as truth-bearers. In other words, their relation to truth-values are
constitutive of what it is to be a proposition.
Or so it seems from how propositions are usually introduced (see examples below and e.g.
King 2011): but perhaps propositionalists are able to individuate propositions without invoking a
prior notion of truth.135 Boghossian (2010) contains a discussion of why we should doubt that
(2010:555–63),136 and if truth is primitive – a response to his argument which Boghossian approves

135
136

For a use theoretic account that aims to do so, see Horwich 1998b.
Here are the central parts of Boghossian’s argument:
It’s conceded that truth-evaluability is essential to propositions; it’s conceded that it’s a priori that they
are truth-evaluable. In the face of all this, though, it’s maintained that knowledge that propositions are
essentially truth-evaluable is not strictly needed for grasp of the concept of a proposition.
Well, how do we decide whether F’s being G is just a necessary a priori consequence of F, or
whether it’s constitutive of grasp of the concept of being F? These sorts of questions are always very
hard, of course. But a reasonable suggestion is this: if F’s being G were constitutive of grasp of the
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of – we need not bother to look for ways to get propositions without using truth. Deflationists
have to provide an account of propositions which do not essentially involve truth on pain of
inflating truth as an explanatory concept, and, depending on the role of propositions in a
substantive account of truth, the substantivist too may have to find a non-truth involving account
of propositions on pain of circularity.
Here are some prominent accounts of propositions and the role truth(-value) plays in them
(see also sections 2.3.5–2.3.7 in chapter 2 above).
Structured propositions. Contemporary accounts of propositions follow in the wake of Frege
and Russell’s accounts of what propositions are and what roles they play. Although Frege explicitly
claimed that he did not define propositions (1997:327), he might as well have all the while he
uniquely identified them as what can be true or false, the sense of declarative sentences, and the
object to which one is related when having a propositional attitude. (“Without offering this as a
definition, I call a ‘thought’ something for which the question of truth can arise at all … So I can
say: thoughts are senses of sentences, without wishing to assert that the sense of every sentence is
a thought” (1997:328), for “[w]e should not wish to deny sense to a command, but this sense is
not such that the question of truth could arise for it. Therefore I shall not call the sense of a
command a thought” (1997:329).) Russell’s view of propositions changed dramatically over time,137
but his first account has it that “a proposition … is anything that is true or that is false” (1903:12–
3), making it clear that truth figures as a central, explanatory notion in this account of propositions.
In both Frege’s and Russell’s accounts, propositions are structured entities composed of either
‘saturated’ and ‘unsaturated’ senses (Frege), or objects, properties, and relations (Russell).
Possible world propositions. Possible world-accounts take the proposition expressed by a
(declarative) sentence to be the set of the possible worlds in which it is true. The proposition is (or:
is given by) the intension of the sentence which in turn is a function taking possible worlds as
arguments and giving back truth-values. The value true is the extension of all true sentences, and
the value false is the extension of false sentences, and since its intension is the function that takes
us from the right input (here: worlds) to its extension, the intention of a sentence takes us to a
truth-value. “Equivalently, a proposition might be thought of as a set of possible worlds: the set of

concept of F’s, we would be very surprised if, even knowing not very much at all about F’s, someone
gave us reason to think that not all F’s are G … I know up front, merely on the basis of understanding:
that snow is white
that it has conditions of truth, indeed, that it’s true iff snow is white. (2010:561–2)
As will be noticed, this is about grasping concepts (and not their nature); it nonetheless seems to me that both the worry
and the suggestion are worth thinking through. For discussion, see Künne 2010:594–7 and Moltmann 2018 (note that
she denies that propositions are truth-bearers).
137 See Gibson 2004 for a good presentation of Russell’s different accounts of propositions.
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worlds in which the sentence expressing the proposition denotes the value true” (Stalnaker
1976:80).
Primitive propositions. According to Merricks, propositions are the primary bearers of truth
and falsity, and they have their truth conditions both intrinsically and essentially in virtue of being
primitively representing (2015:191–2). Similarly, on Keller’s account “propositions are sui generis,
fine-grained, unstructured abstract entities” (2013:658), and there is no (non-circular) answer to
how propositions gain “their intentional properties and truth-conditions” (2013:659).
How does Primitivism account for the difference between, e.g., Paris is a city and Santa
Monica is a city? Simply by saying that the former is about Paris and the latter is about
Santa Monica – the former is true iff Paris is a city, while the latter is true iff Santa
Monica is a city. (ibid.)
Predication types. Before moving on, let me just mention that there are some accounts of
propositions, notably those defended by Soames (2010, 2014) and Hanks (2015), where
propositions are not the primary bearers of truth-values. Common to both Soames and Hanks’
accounts is the claim that propositions are types of predication acts, and that propositions inherit
their truth-conditions from token acts of predication. Their view turns the role of propositions as
the primary sources of representation and truth-value upside-down: instead of e.g. (token) beliefs
and statements having truth-conditions in virtue of their relation to a proposition, propositions
have truth-conditions in virtue of their relations to “the inherently representational cognitive events
in which agents predicate some things of other things” (Soames 2010:107). This is departing from
the traditional view of the role of propositions, but, importantly, it is not departing from truth’s
centrality in accounting for propositions.

4.4

EXPLANATORY VIRTUES

We have now seen examples of accounts of a handful of different phenomena were truth figure as
an explanatory concept. Some of them are unique to primitivism, some are open to multiple
accounts of the nature of truth (that is, they are not unique to primitivism), and some are unique
to Asay’s primitivism with its Omnipresence thesis. Taken together, they show how truth can
fruitfully be taken as a central explanatory notion. A theory which can give these accounts and
explanations unify many important concepts by showing how they all connect to truth, thus,
metaphorically speaking, revealing some of the structure of our conceptual landscape.
At the beginning of this chapter I said that a good explanation is one which has many
explanatory virtues. In this section I’ll say a bit more about what some of these virtues are, and to
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what extent alethic primitivism instantiate them. This is by no means a comprehensive list of
virtues. Still, they are important to theory choice, and how well primitivism does with regards to
them is important in its own right, and perhaps also indicative of how it does regarding other
virtues such as generality, informativeness, and precision.
4.4.1

Scope

A theory has a wide scope iff it’s able to explain many disparate phenomena (Lipton 2004:122,
Thagard 1978:79–85, Mackonis 2013:983). This is what Thagard calls ‘consilience’, and it “is
intended to serve as a measure of how much a theory explains, so that we can use it to tell when
one theory explains more of the evidence than another theory” (1978:79). All else being equal, the
larger the scope of a theory, the better. A theory can explain many different phenomena and still
only explain phenomena of one kind: I take it that such a theory has small scope (i.e. is not unifying
or consilient). That is, as I understand scope it is a measure of the variety of kinds a theory can
explain.138 For an example, consider Asay’s original abductive argument discussed above (section
4.3.3). He used the identity thesis to explain in(de)finitely many phenomena – it explains why “it’s
true that it’s raining iff it’s raining” is true, why “it’s true that the sun is shining iff the sun is shining”
is true, and so on for the rest of the T-sentences – but only to explain T-sentences, i.e. phenomena
of one kind.
Mackonis takes scope to be the same explanatory virtue, under a different name, as
unification, broadness, or consilience, and says that
[t]here are two main requirements for a hypothesis to be unifying, broad, consilient,
have a wide scope, or explain a variety of facts. It has to account for at least two
different kinds of facts (the more the better) and unification cannot be a simple
conjunction of hypotheses or observational statements. (2013:983)
The wider scope a theory has, the more it explains – the more explanatorily powerful it is. But
scope can’t legitimately be bought by adding unrelated theses.139 Why not? Although Mackonis
presents it as an internal restriction on scope, as it were, I think it’s better to view this as a restriction
posed by other explanatory virtues, especially the absence of ad hoc-ness or gerrymandering (see
section 4.4.4).

Whether the quantity of phenomena of a given kind matters is disputed. I assume that it does, to some degree,
although less so than the quantity of kinds: plausibly because what explains something of a given kind will often explain
the rest of the same kind (see the following example in the main text).
139 E.g.: “the instances of truth schema holds good because the propositions on each side of the biconditional are
identical, there is a knowledge norm which is constitutive of assertion such that one should assert p only if one knows
that p, and the meaning of a sentence is determined by its regularities in use”.
138
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The explanations presented above show that alethic primitivism has a broad scope: it can
account for many kinds of semantic, cognitive, epistemic, and logical phenomena. Remember also
that primitivism can use virtually every explanation in terms of truth given by any other theory of
truth (cf. section 4.2), giving it at least as wide a scope as its alternatives. So we can conclude that
primitivism enjoys a wide scope, and that it will do better or just as good on this account as other
theories of truth. We discuss whether this scope is legitimately achieved in section 4.4.4 below.
4.4.2

Simplicity

Simplicity can be divided into two categories corresponding roughly to what Quine called ideology
and ontology: “[t]he ideology of a theory is a question of what the symbols mean; the ontology of
a theory is a question of what the assertions say or imply that there is” (1951:14). Ontological
simplicity, or parsimony, is about a theory’s existential commitments: what it says that there is. This
is less relevant for our present discussion of conceptual primitivism, so the focus here is on
ideological simplicity (henceforth: simply ‘simplicity’).140
A theory is ideologically simple if it has few primitive concepts, or if it includes few and
uncomplex theses. A theory can be simple in both the amount of concepts is postulates and the
conciseness of the relations it posits between these concepts and in the explanations it offers. This
is sometimes also called ‘elegance’ and ‘syntactic simplicity’ (e.g. Baker 2016). Although simplicity
is perhaps the virtue most widely referred to (e.g. Thagard 1978, Lipton 2004, Williamson 2016,
Mackonis 2013, Keas 2018, Roche 2018, Cowling 2013, Forster and Sober 1994, Baker 2016, Sider
2011) it is somewhat puzzling that what might seem like a more-or-less aesthetic criteria should be
thought to be truth-conducive.141 As Forster and Sober (1994) and Williamson (2016, 2018)
forcefully argues, however, simple theories will be less vulnerable to the kinds of errors of
judgement and measurement that adjusting your theory to fit every piece of evidence can give rise
to.142 If this is right, we have reason to believe that a simpler theory is more likely to be correct
than a messily complicated one.

For more on parsimony, see e.g. Cowling 2013, Baker 2016, Roche 2018, Keas 2018, Huemer 2009, Mackonis 2013,
Sober 2015, Jansson and Tallant 2017.
141 Cf. Benacerraf and Putnam: “It is hard enough to believe that the natural world is so nicely arranged that what is
simplest, etc., by our lights is always the same as what is true …; why should one believe … that there is a pre-established
harmony between our feelings of simplicity, etc., and truth?” (1966:35; original italics, quoted in Cowling 2013:3896, see
also p. 3890).
142 This is because they will be less vulnerable to over-fitting, which is the puzzling case that, given a finite set of data
points, a curve which fits the data perfectly will be less suited to predict new data than is a smoother curve which is a
more approximate fit. This is arguably because a perfect fit will also fit random variations and errors of measurement,
something which a simpler theory will avoid (Forster and Sober 1994:2–11, Williamson 2018:80–1, Williamson
2016:277–9, Baker 2016: section 5). See especially Williamson for how this relates to philosophical theories.
140
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But a theory can also be too simple by ignoring relevant data or by postulating too slim a
conceptual machinery to be explanatorily adequate. A good theory must balance simplicity with
strength; balance few primitives with more explanatory power, wider scope, and increased accuracy.
This points to an additional reason to count simplicity as a virtue: we can always buy strength for
the price of additional primitives, so simplicity has an important regulatory function in keeping us
from postulates of laziness.
How simple is alethic primitivism? Given its name it may be thought that it posits more
primitives than other theories do, but I suspect the opposite will be the case: primitivists are in
general conscious of the cost of primitives and will strive for maximal utility of the ones they posit.
Alethic primitivism posits one primitive to do much explanatory work, and based on the examples
of explanations given above I think it strikes a nice balance between simplicity and strength.
Perhaps primitivism is too simple: by exchanging a primitive concept of truth for primitive
correspondence and fact (say) we could also have explained truth. Or perhaps it isn’t simple enough:
by deflating truth we could also avoid postulating this one primitive. Deciding this is to decide
which theory is best overall by determining which theory can buy the best explanations for the
least cost. This requires a thorough assessment of different theories, and so is not something I can
provide here. Until that is done I think we can conclude that primitivism does well (though not
necessarily best) regarding simplicity.
4.4.3

Coherence

A good theory should cohere well with our best theories from other fields. It will not always be
easy to know which theories are our best, and in any case theories from other fields may not lay
down enough restrictions on, e.g., theories of truth to help with choosing between these theories.
So let us be somewhat less strict and say that a good theory should cohere with our firmly held
beliefs: all else being equal, it is good if a theory does not ask us to reject what we strongly believe.
Why should we believe that? First, because coherence so understood is closely connected
to unification. Ideally, true theories from different fields should fit together as puzzle pieces and
together constitute a complete, unified theory of the world. To the extent that we believe our other
theories to be (approximately) true we shouldn’t accept theories that contradict these theories.143
Second, if we take coherence with firmly held beliefs to be (close to) theoretical conservatism, “[i]t
is chaos if too many questions come open all at once, therefore theoretical conservatism is a good
idea. There should be a presumption in favour of the incumbent theory, and against gratuitious

143

See e.g. Ylikoski and Kuorikoski 2010, Shogenji 1999, 2005, 2007, and Thagard 1989.
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[sic] substitutes” (Lewis 1986:235). Of course, Lewis is the first to acknowledge that a theory can
be worth the price of some chaos, if it is good enough.
Does alethic primitivism cohere well with our firmly held beliefs? We have some reason to
believe that it does: after all, truth pops up everywhere in both everyday and theoretical thought
and talk. So it seems clear to me that accepting that truth has a central place in our cognitive lives
coheres well with our other beliefs. Whether truth’s being primitive is similarly coherent with one’s
beliefs depends, arguably, on whether one accepts the reductive or the tolerant view of primitives
discussed in chapter 3. If primitivism is something we expect from a central concept we have
problems analysing, then alethic primitivism coheres well with our expectations. But to the extent
that coherence is a trait depending on the surrounding theories, a decisive verdict must await a
more comprehensive discussion of the neighbouring theories of truth and other phenomena.
4.4.4

Non-gerrymandering

We end this brief exposition of explanatory virtues with the dark side of the virtue we started with
(scope). A gerrymandered theory is a conjunction of theses and explanations with no obvious
internal unity. It’s a mishmash of theses not clearly related or independently motivated, often
becoming gerrymandered by adding ad hoc theses designed to circumvent problems with the original
theory.
A gerrymandered theory is likely to have large scope by adding additional explanations
about new kinds of phenomena, unrestricted by ideals of simplicity, elegance, and unity. Above
(section 4.4.1) I concluded that alethic primitivism is a wide-scoped theory and promised to discuss
whether this scope was legitimately achieved. Although this is not a place to give a general account
of how we distinguish legitimate from gerrymandered scope, let me say a few things about it. First,
it’s important that the theory is free of ad hoc postulates there only to patch over problems with the
original theory.144 That is not a problem for primitivism (yet; perhaps because there is not much
literature on primitivism with specific critique pointing to problems one would like to patch over).
Second, there must be some unity or thematic similarity between the theses comprising the
theory.145 A theory which says, say, that the concept of truth is unanalysable, that there is a
knowledge norm governing assertion, and that names are directly referring will correctly be viewed
as gerrymandered (unless, that is, it contains a good explanation of the connections between these
This is not to say that explaining away a problem is gerrymandering, but that the explanation has to be (able to be)
motivated independently of just saving the theory.
145 Cf. Mackonis: “[u]nification requires a diversity at the end of the kinds of facts to be explained and a unity at the
end of the explanation for these facts. This constraint on unification also accounts for why ad hoc hypotheses are not
desirable in explanations” (2013:984).
144
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theses, a unifying feature connecting them: then it will be impressive). The explanations provided
by alethic primitivism does not seem to be of this kind. Although it attempts to explain a great
variety of phenomena, it does so only by invoking explanations relying on truth and not by adding
on detached theses and explanations.146

4.5

CONCLUSION

At the beginning of this chapter, I showed how some of the more prominent contemporary (nonalethic) primitivists have used abduction to argue for their respective theories. Abduction is not
enjoying as widespread or wholeheartedly support in philosophy as in the natural sciences, but
unless you think that abduction is never justified, arguing abductively for a primitivist view should
strike you as a good use of abduction – and a good way to argue for primitivism. It is a good use
of abduction because a primitive pays for its postulation by the way it strengthens a theory’s
explanatory potential: primitivism, then, fits seamlessly into the abductive paradigm. It’s a good
way to argue for primitivism because it’s hard to find strong, plausible premises that are more
fundamental than one’s primitivist thesis from which to argue deductively for the theory.
To the best of my knowledge, this is the first time such an argument has been presented in
defence of alethic primitivism. That being so, it’s a shame that a comprehensive case for alethic
primitivism’s being the best theory could not be made here – it would be interesting to see how this
theory faces up to the explanatory potential of other theories. Nevertheless, I believe that the
foregoing has shown that primitivism is an explanatorily potent theory which can provide us with
simple, elegant, and informative explanations of phenomena from many fields. Which is what we
should expect, the primitivist would say, of a concept so central to the mind-world (and languageworld) relation(s), so central in our conceptual landscape, and so central to so much of our thought
and talk.

Of course, primitivism (same as any other theory) relies on more than its central thesis in its explanations: in
particular, it needs auxiliary assumptions and concepts found in the field where the explanandum belongs (e.g. it needs
the concept of assertion, locutionary acts, language, etc., in order to explain assertion). If this is a problem, it’s a
problem for everyone; but I don’t think this is something we should worry about.
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Chapter 5

CONCLUSION

The aim of this thesis has been to investigate whether alethic primitivism is worthy of serious
consideration and a place among the major theories of truth. Alethic primitivism makes two major
claims. The first is that the concept of truth is fundamental, explanatorily potent, central, and
important. The second is that the concept of truth is unanalysable, indefinable, and irreducible.
Taken together, the theory has it that truth is one of the most fundamental conceptual building
blocks we have: a concept which provides a foundation for other concepts and is an important
component of both theoretical explanations and everyday thought and talk, and which for this
reason cannot be explicated by or reduced to more fundamental concepts.
Through the discussion of three of the strongest arguments in favour of primitivism, I hope
to have shown that alethic primitivism is an attractive and defensible theory. In chapter 2 I
discussed Asay’s omnipresence argument, which concludes that truth is part of every proposition
based on the premises that p and it’s true that p are identical and that the concept of truth is part of
the latter proposition. If this argument is sound, then no non-circular analysis of truth can be given.
I argued that the premises are not well enough supported and that we have to look elsewhere to
find arguments which can establish alethic primitivism. In chapter 3 I discussed the argument from
conceptual fundamentality. Here it is argued, first, that some concepts are fundamental, and
second, that truth is fundamental. On the assumption that neither infinitism nor holism is correct,
some concepts are fundamental. I presented some criteria for fundamentality and argued that truth,
plausibly, instantiates them. If what I argued in this chapter is correct, then we should assume
alethic primitivism at least as a working hypothesis unless and until we are presented with
compelling reasons to the contrary. In chapter 4 I presented an abductive argument for alethic
primitivism. This argument, too, has two significant premises: that alethic primitivism can provide
good explanations, and that it can provide better explanations than what any other theory of truth
provides. After outlining how a complete version of this argument can be given, I focused on the
first premise and showed how truth is assumed in a variety of explanations. I then argued that
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primitivism is an explanatory virtuous theory. I concluded that primitivism is a good theory – and
so a theory worth taking seriously – even though the argument as presented here is not enough to
establish that it is the best theory on offer.
Primitivism is a resourceful theory: as we saw in chapter 3, truth is a plausible choice of a
primitive concept, and as we saw in chapter 4, there are much that can be explained if we can avail
ourselves of a prior notion of truth. Still, it’s likely to be just as challenging to give a sound deductive
argument for primitivism as it is to give a correct analysis of truth: as chapter 2 is an example of,
it’s not easy to find something more basic to underpin truth’s primitiveness with which also does
not beg the question against opponents of the theory. Better, then, to start with primitivism and
see how far we can get if we assume that truth is primitive. In chapter 4 we saw that primitivism
can provide simple and unifying explanations of a whole range of different phenomena. If we
assume alethic primitivism, we can buy many explanations for the price of one, plausible primitive
concept. That makes the concept of truth a promising choice of a primitive and the primitivist
theory of truth a good foundation for further investigation of other conceptual, cognitive, and
linguistic phenomena. If we assume alethic primitivism, we can redirect effort spent at attempts at
analysing truth – attempts which the history of philosophy gives us good inductive reason to believe
will be futile – to investigations of the relationship between truth and other concepts and between
truth-bearers and the world. And if you are not convinced that we should assume the theory? Then
alethic primitivism still deserves to be worked out in detail and then be given a fair hearing, since
if it were true, it would be an elegant and powerful theory of truth.
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