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Recap: The Role of Propositions

What kinds of entities is truth to be attributed to?

Sentence types? Problem: some things we may wish to deem true are
inexpressible in any given language.
So Horwich frames his theory primarily in terms of propositions, in
accordance with ordinary (philosophical) language: 〈〈p〉 is true iff p〉
Ascriptions of truth to specific utterances, as well as to beliefs,
statements, claims, etc. follow from the propositional account
(modulo some assumptions).
The resulting theories are equally minimalistic and are equivalent to
the propositional account, so may also be taken as explanatorily basic.

Requirements for the propositional account:
Commitment to the existence of propositions.
Propositions may not be defined in terms of truth (circularity).
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Overview

30: Given the logical forms of sentences, we ought to accept the existence
of propositions; typical philosophical arguments against propositions are
not convincing.

31: Counters an argument to the effect that propositions do not in fact
provide for a good logical analysis of language (cannot account for both de
dicto and de re belief ascriptions).

32: The notion of propositions does not depend on that of truth (use
theory of meaning).

33: The use theory of meaning is consistent with the existence of
propositions (contra the apparent intransitivity of translation).

34: Truth for utterances etc.

Overview 3 / 15



Overview

30: Given the logical forms of sentences, we ought to accept the existence
of propositions; typical philosophical arguments against propositions are
not convincing.

31: Counters an argument to the effect that propositions do not in fact
provide for a good logical analysis of language (cannot account for both de
dicto and de re belief ascriptions).

32: The notion of propositions does not depend on that of truth (use
theory of meaning).

33: The use theory of meaning is consistent with the existence of
propositions (contra the apparent intransitivity of translation).

34: Truth for utterances etc.

Overview 3 / 15



Overview

30: Given the logical forms of sentences, we ought to accept the existence
of propositions; typical philosophical arguments against propositions are
not convincing.

31: Counters an argument to the effect that propositions do not in fact
provide for a good logical analysis of language (cannot account for both de
dicto and de re belief ascriptions).

32: The notion of propositions does not depend on that of truth (use
theory of meaning).

33: The use theory of meaning is consistent with the existence of
propositions (contra the apparent intransitivity of translation).

34: Truth for utterances etc.

Overview 3 / 15



Overview

30: Given the logical forms of sentences, we ought to accept the existence
of propositions; typical philosophical arguments against propositions are
not convincing.

31: Counters an argument to the effect that propositions do not in fact
provide for a good logical analysis of language (cannot account for both de
dicto and de re belief ascriptions).

32: The notion of propositions does not depend on that of truth (use
theory of meaning).

33: The use theory of meaning is consistent with the existence of
propositions (contra the apparent intransitivity of translation).

34: Truth for utterances etc.

Overview 3 / 15



Overview

30: Given the logical forms of sentences, we ought to accept the existence
of propositions; typical philosophical arguments against propositions are
not convincing.

31: Counters an argument to the effect that propositions do not in fact
provide for a good logical analysis of language (cannot account for both de
dicto and de re belief ascriptions).

32: The notion of propositions does not depend on that of truth (use
theory of meaning).

33: The use theory of meaning is consistent with the existence of
propositions (contra the apparent intransitivity of translation).

34: Truth for utterances etc.

Overview 3 / 15



30: For the Existence of propositions

Simple theory of propositional attitudes: the state of mind of the ascriptee
consists in there being a relation between her and a proposition.

Oscar believes that dogs bite. = B(o, 〈dogs bite〉)

Would explain inferences such as

Oscar believes that dogs bite. B(o, 〈dogs bite〉)
Therefore, there is something Oscar believes. ∃x(B(o,x))

But "syntax is not an infallible guide to semantic structure".
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Analysis of Logical Forms in Language

Logical forms = what determines the relations of deductive entailment
between sentences.

We might have the following data:
A collection of sentences, some of which are true.
Entailment relations between the sentences.
The (best) analysis of these relations would attribute to some
sentences logical forms that entail the existence of entities of a
certain type (K s).
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Reasons for not believing in K s:

The assignment of logical forms was unsatisfactory.
Non-philosophical arguments.
"General philosophical considerations."

Possible responses:
1 Fallacious.
2 K s do not exist, but the logical analysis was correct. Some sentences in

the collection (=some of our earlier beliefs) are untrue.
3 K s do not exist. Replace the logical analysis that entails the existence

of K s with one that does not.
1. is the best option. These arguments are often weak (based on
question-begging overgeneralization).
2. involves rejecting existing knowledge.
3. involves rejecting an apparently adequate analysis of logical form.

The case of propositions conforms to this pattern.
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31: Belief Ascriptions
Russell: a proposition consists of the referents of its constituents.

〈Hesperus is Phosphorus〉 consists of Hesperus (Phosphorus) and the
identity relation.
Problem: the de dicto reading of
Raphael does not believe that Hesperus is Phosphorus.

Frege: a proposition consists of the senses of its constituents.
Problem: de re beliefs. From
Raphael believes that Hesperus is visible. (Raphael believes, of
Hesperus, that it is visible).
we want to be able to infer:
Raphael has a belief about Phosphorus.

Horwich: existence of both kinds of propositions, plus mixed propositions.
The believed proposition in
Raphael believes of Hesperus that it is Phosphorus.
consists of Hesperus (Phosphorus) and the senses of ’is’ and
’Phosphorus’.
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32: Propositions not Dependent on Truth

Notion of proposition ← identity conditions for propositions (in terms of
utterances) ← intertranslatability of utterances ← truth conditions

Horwich: appeal to use theory of meaning.

The correct translation between the words of the two languages is the
mapping that preserves basic patterns of usage (the "regularities that
best explain overall usage") of words.
A translation of utterances must also adjust for context-dependent
language

Note: there may be no determinate fact of the matter as to which
patterns are basic, and whether two utterances are intertranslatable (and
hence express the same proposition). But this means only that these facts
are semantically inaccessible, not that they do not obtain.
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33: Intransitivity of Translation

Claim: the use theory is inconsistent with the existence of propositions.

(A) Two utterances express the same proposition iff they are
intertranslatable.
(B) Use theory of translation: Utterances are intertranslatable iff they
have corresponding constituents with a similar use.
(C) There are words, x , y , and z , such that the use of x resembles
that of y , which resembles that of z , which in turn does not resemble
that of x .

(B) and (C) entail the intransitivity of translation. With (A), this entails
the possibility of utterances u, v and w s.t. u and v express the same
proposition; v and w express the same proposition; but u and w do not.
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Horwich: we must modify (B):
(B’) Utterances are intertranslatable iff they have corresponding
constituents with the same use.

These sameness facts always obtain, but may be indeterminate and hence
inaccessible to us (and, again, similarly with basic patterns of usage and
intertranslatability).

"Either two words are properly intertranslatable, or they are not—even
though it may be impossible to say which is so."
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Argument from our assumptions about propositional attitude ascriptions:

We assume that the ascriptee need not be privy to any particular
language, so if Florence utters:
(1) Schnee ist weiß.
which we would translate as:
(2) Snow is white.
we ought generally be able to infer:
(3) Florence believes that snow is white.

We in effect also tend assume that attitude ascriptions are translatable. So
we assume that (3) is translatable as:
(4) Florence croit que la neige est blanche.

But if translation were intransitive, there "would be no guarantee" that the
following translation of (2):
(2’) La neige est blanche.
is the translation of (1) into French, and hence "no guarantee" that (3)
and (4) describe the same propositional attitude.
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34: Truth of Utterances etc.

Consider the following proposal:

(D?) Any utterance of the sentence-type ’p’, is true iff p.

This does not work due to the context-sensitivity of utterances—it is not
the case that all utterances of ’I am hungry now are true’ are true iff I am
hungry now.

Accounting for context-sensitivity:

For any expression-type ’e’ with multiple possible meanings (propositional
constituents), we take ’*e*’ to pick out an expression-type consisting of
the syntactic form of ’e’, along with one of its possible meanings.

’*bank*’ can refer to the expression-type with form ’bank’ and the
meaning of bank-as-river-bank, or to the type with form ’bank’ and
the meaning of bank-as-financial-institution.
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We can then have:

(D) (u ∈∗ p∗)→ (u is true iff p)

and say that instances of this are accepted when the ’p’ in the consequent
is interpreted so that it is a member of the *p* in the antecedent, i.e.
when the two tokens of ’p’ are given the same interpretation.

To account for utterances in other languages and utterances whose
context precludes us expressing their meanings using the same words
(John yesterday: ’I am hungry’), we use the translations and context
adjustments from before: ’p’ is the correct interpretation of u (Int(u) ∈’p’)
iff the result of translating and/or context-adjusting u is ’p’. Then:

(23) (Int(u) = v)→ (u is true iff v is true)

Combined with (D):

(DT) (Int(u) ∈∗ p∗)→ (u is true iff p)
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Given

(24) u expresses the proposition that p↔ Int(u) ∈∗ p∗

(25) u expresses the proposition that p→
(u is true↔ the proposition that p is true)

(DT) and the equivalence schema for propositions

(E) The proposition that p is true iff p

are equivalent.

A modification of this provides us with a minimal theory of truth for beliefs
and the like; this is equivalent to propositional schema in a similar fashion.
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Some questions

Could the "general philosophical considerations" against propositions
be strengthened?
How could it be that meaning is constituted by use and yet, in some
cases, is utterly inaccessible to us?
What about the more radical indeterminacy of translation of Quine?
Does this undermine Horwich’s arguments in a way that the kind of
indeterminacy he considers does not?
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