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Dissertation Abstract

In this dissertation I defend the claim, long held by Donald Davidson, that truth is a
primitive concept that cannot be correctly or informatively defined in terms of more basic
concepts. To this end I articulate the history of the primitive thesis in the 20th century, working
through early Moore, Russell, and Frege, and provide improved interpretations of their reasons
for advancing and (in the cases of Moore and Russell) eventually abandoning the primitive
thesis. I show the importance of slingshot-style arguments in the work of Frege, Church,
Davidson, and Godel for resisting certain versions of the correspondence theory of truth. I argue
that most slingshots fail to convincingly establish a collapsing conclusion, but that a Godelian
version of the slingshot is terminal to certain varieties of the correspondence theory of truth. I
then provide a Davidsonian theory of truth and interpretation that is consistent with and makes
use of the primitive thesis. Finally, I provide an account of predication, properties, and

universals that I argue is both serviceable and consistent with Davidson’s overall program.
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Introduction

Donald Davidson argued that truth is the central semantic concept, and so is immune to
conceptual analysis: he argued that truth is a primitive concept. In this dissertation I aim to
articulate and defend a Davidsonian conception of truth. Of course, the thesis that truth is
primitive isn’t exclusive to Davidson. The first two chapters concern the history of the primitive
thesis. In the third chapter, I attempt to block any attempt to informatively reduce truth to
correspondence. The fourth and fifth chapters are my attempt show the positive work the
primitive concept of truth is capable of performing in the diverse domains of interpretation,
predication, properties, abstract objects, and common names.

In Chapter 1, I address the history of the primitive thesis in the early work of G.E. Moore
and Bertrand Russell. During the years from 1898-1912, both Moore and Russell maintained
that truth was in some sense primitive, though both ended up abandoning their respective
versions of the primitive thesis. This chapter helps reinforce the idea that what one says about
truth (be it the concept of truth or the property of truth) places constraints on plausible
conceptions of truth-bearers and truth-makers.

In Chapter 2, I examine the primitive thesis as it is found in the work of Frege. Frege
maintained a version of the primitive thesis that he never abandoned. I pay special attention to
Frege’s theory of predication, in particular the claim that predicates are functions which map
objects onto truth-values. The discussion of Frege’s theory of predication sets the stage for the
discussion of Davidson’s theory of predication that I undertake in the final chapter. In Chapter 2
I also consider two Fregean arguments to bolster Frege’s claim that truth is indefinable. Frege

sowed the seeds of a family of arguments that came to be called Slingshot arguments. I construct



a slingshot-style argument from Fregean premises and argue that the argument doesn’t succeed.

I note that it isn’t clear, however, that the argument 1 provide is in the Frege proper. The focus of
the chapter is twofold. I want my discussion of Frege’s theory of predication to foreshadow the
Davidsonian account of predication that I provide in Chapter 5, and I want the discussion of the
Fregean Proto-Slingshot to pave the way for Chapter 3, which is devoted to slingshot arguments
and the consequences that can be derived from them.

Chapter 3 concerns slingshot arguments and, in particular, the problems that such
arguments pose for certain conceptions of the correspondence theories of truth. I articulate some
commonly held versions of the correspondence theory of truth. If certain versions of the
correspondence theory of truth are correct, then truth can be defined informatively as
correspondence to facts; facts would be truth makers, and we could explain truth in terms of
truth-bearers, correspondence, and truth-makers. I explain how slingshot arguments work
generally as collapsing arguments (regardless of their targets). I work through the slingshots of
Church, Davidson, and Goédel. My claim is that the slingshots of Church and Davidson involve
dubitable premises, but that Godel’s slingshot is terminal to the versions of the correspondence
theories that I mentioned earlier in the chapter. My claim is that it is impossible to informatively
define truth in terms of correspondence to facts.

In Chapter 4 I turn to a positive role for the concept of truth in a theory of meaning and
interpretation generally. I want to make clear that the Davidsonian approach, far from dismissing
the concept of truth, holds that the concept is central to our understanding each other and,
ultimately, ourselves. In this chapter I discuss the role of the concept of truth in a Davidsonian

theory of meaning and interpretation. It is here that I introduce Davidson’s idea of triangulation,



and his claim that the triangle of two interpreters and a shared objective world is the source of
the concept of truth. In the chapter I discuss what I take to be is a misunderstanding of
Davidson’s theory of interpretation by John Campbell. I claim that a discussion of the
misunderstanding helps explain when we ought to attribute thought to an object we are trying to
interpret.

I end Chapter 4 discussing predication in a basic interpretive scenario, and in Chapter 5 |
turn to Davidson’s discussion of the problem of predication generally: what is sometimes called
the problem of the unity of the proposition. My aim is to elucidate Davidson’s strategy of
explaining predication in terms of truth. I then employ a similar strategy in giving what I think is
a Davidsonian conception of properties, universals, and abstract objects. I argue that Davidson’s
version of externalism with regard to semantic content has certain anti-skeptical conclusions, a
point with which we find some agreement (though even more disagreement) in the work of Barry
Stroud. Finally, I give an account of what I call common names in terms of predication, and in

doing so connect the Davidsonian perspective with the views of Zenon Pylyshyn.



Chapter 1

History of The Primitive Thesis: Early Russell and Moore

1.1 Overview

The thesis that truth is, in some sense, primitive, can be traced through 20th century
analytic philosophy, beginning with the early thought of Bertrand Russell and G.E. Moore.
Though both philosophers came to disavow the primitive thesis, examining the reasons for their
eventual disavowal will be useful. This chapter begins with Moore, and moves back and forth
between Russell and Moore to reflect the interplay that I claim their work had on each other. As
an advocate of a version of primitivism, I claim that it is useful to work slowly through versions
of the primitive thesis which have been deemed unworkable before articulating a version of the

primitive thesis that [ intend to defend.

1.2 Introduction to Moore’s Early Primitivism

In 1899 Moore was in the process of breaking from F.H. Bradley’s idealism, and
published an influential essay The Nature of Judgement.! Situating Moore’s 1899 essay helps
explain the complicated account of judgement that Moore leaves us with. Though Moore
himself (in his later 1911 lectures) diagnoses problems with the 1899 theory, it is Russell who
supplies an account of the motivation for the theory, in particular as a realist rejection of the

idealism of Hegel and Bradley, an idealism Russell himself briefly maintained. Since I consider

' While the paper is ostensibly an attack on Bradley, the paper is littered with statements like “All that exists is thus
composed of concepts necessarily related to one another in specific manners, and likewise to the concept of
existence” (Moore, 1899, p. 181) and “It seems necessary, then, to regard the world as formed of concepts. These
are the only objects of knowledge” (p. 182). While these claims might seem (on their face) to support a kind of
idealism, Moore intended them to support a radical kind of realism.
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this break to be the labor pains of the birth of Anglophone analytic philosophy, I think examining
the motivation behind the break is fruitful. Russell, admitting that he himself went through an
idealist period, claims “so, for a short time, did G. E. Moore. But he found the Hegelian
philosophy inapplicable to chairs and tables, and I found it inapplicable to mathematics; so with
his help I climbed out of it, and back to common sense tempered by mathematical logic.”? Later,
Russell elaborates:

I came to disbelieve Bradley’s arguments against relations, and to distrust the
logical bases of monism. I disliked the subjectivity of the ‘Transcendental
Aesthetic’. But these motives would have operated more slowly than they did, but
for the influence of G. E. Moore. He also had had a Hegelian period, but it was
briefer than mine. He took the lead in rebellion, and I followed, with a sense of
emancipation. Bradley argued that everything common sense believes in is mere
appearance; we reverted to the opposite extreme, and thought that everything is
real that common sense, uninfluenced by philosophy or theology, supposes real.
With my mental development and a sense of escaping from prison, we allowed
ourselves to think that grass is green, that the sun and stars would exist if no one
was aware of them, and also that there is a pluralistic timeless world of Platonic
ideas.?

Bradley’s metaphysics was monist and idealist. He argued that reality is best understood not as
independent from our experience of it, nor as consisting of entities which exist independently of
each other. Moore and Russell, in rebellion, wanted to bring philosophy back into accord with
common sense, maintaining that ordinary objects like tables and chairs exist, and exist in an

ordinary manner (that is, not merely as our perceptions of them, etc). It was pursuing this goal

2 Russell, 2009, p 7.

3 Russell, 2009, pp 15-16.
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that Moore and Russell developed (and then moved away from) a theory of truth in which truth
is in some sense primitive.*

Moore himself provides a succinct summary of his view that truth is in some sense
primitive, though we need to do some work to determine the relevant sense:

It is a theory which I formerly held, and which certainly has the advantage that it
is very simple... ‘Truth’ therefore, would, on this view, be a simple unanalyzable
property which is possessed by some propositions and not by others.?

To fully articulate the view we can turn to Moore’s earlier 1899 work The Nature of Judgment,
where Moore’s primitivism is originally articulated (let us call this view M1). It is impossible to
understand Moore’s account of truth without first examining his account of truth bearers, which
are propositions.

Propositions are, for the Moore of 1899, composed of concepts. Here is Moore
discussing propositions and their conceptual composition:

A proposition is composed not of words, nor yet of thoughts, but of concepts.
Concepts are possible objects of thought... they may come into relation with a
thinker; and in order that they may do anything, they must already be something.
It is indifferent to their nature whether anybody thinks them or not. They are
incapable of change; and the relation into which they enter with the knowing
subject implies no action or reaction... It is of such entities that a proposition is

composed. In it certain concepts stand in specific relations with one another.

41t is often unclear whether they are talking about the concept TRUTH or the property #ruth. Throughout this and
later chapters, I’ll use TRUTH to refer to truth considered as a concept, truth to refer to truth considered as a

property.
> Moore, 1956, p 284. This summary was given by Moore in 1911, after he had already abandoned the theory.
6 Moore, 1899, p 179.



Concepts here appear to be an odd sort of entity; it is unclear zow they would come into relation
either with thinkers or with each other. According to this view, propositions would be structured
abstract entities, as later Moore goes on to claim that propositions are constituted by “any
number of concepts, together with a specific relation between them.”’ It is only propositions,
and not concepts taken singularly, which are truth bearers (singular concepts are, for Moore, too
simple to be truth bearers). Moore entertains a theory about the nature of truth such that a
proposition is true if and only if it “consists of a combination of concepts that is actually to be
found among existents” only to reject the theory for two reasons. First, such a theory would
likely result in individual concepts being among the truth bearers (red would be a true concept,
as there actually are red existents).® Secondly, and more problematically, Moore claims that
mathematical truths intuitively don t depend on existents, arguing that 2+2=4 would be true even
if no two things existed, and further arguing that it stretches our notion of existence beyond
intelligibility to argue that 2 is an existent.’

Moore claims that concepts have a kind of primacy of existence over existents, such that
“the opposition of concepts to existents disappears, since an existent is seen to be nothing but a
concept or complex of concepts standing in a unique relation to the concept of existence.”!® That

is, what it is for a thing like a chair to exist, to be an existent, is just for the particular concept

7 Moore, 1899, p. 180.

8 Asay, 2013, seems to contend that the primary reason Moore abandons the view that truth depends on existents is
that concepts themselves would thereby be eligible truth bearers, and that the resolution of the problem about truths
without a dependence on existents is an afterthought, while I contend that the opposite is the case.

9 Moore, 1899, p 180. As will be made clear shortly, Moore here has an interesting (and counter-intuitive) view on
what it is to be an existent. Two is a concept, as is red, and existents can be two or red without talking of two or red
as existents.

19 Moore, 1899, pp 182-183.
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CHAIR to stand in a unique relation to the concept EXISTENCE: This seemingly equates
existents with true existential propositions, and so enables Moore to claim that “truth cannot be
defined by a reference to existence; but existence only by a reference to truth,” and that
“existence is logically subordinate to truth.”!! According to Moore:

A proposition is constituted by any number of concepts, together with a specific
relation between them; and according to the nature of this relation the proposition
may be either true or false. What kind of relation makes a proposition true, what
false, cannot be further defined, but must be immediately recognized.'?

It is here that I believe we find Moore’s primitivism. Some propositions are true, and some are
false, and there is a specific, undefinable relation of concepts with which a proposition is
constituted that accounts for their truth or falsity, a relation which is “immediatley known, like
red or two.”!3 This relation which unites the concepts into a proposition, is immediately known
and undefinable, and is the property of truth or of falsity.!4

While M1 might seem ontologically confused, it is important to reflect that Moore is only
beginning to shed his idealism in this paper. Russell noted that in their rebellion he and Moore
wanted to do justice to our commonsense beliefs that chairs and tables existed; in Moore’s 1899
paper we have an account in which chairs do exist; what it is for a chair to exist is just for
CHAIR to stand in a true relation to EXISTENCE. Thus the strategy Moore employs is to
ground the metaphysical status of existents on possible relationships between concepts, where

concepts are non-mental. We may say that Moore has reified meanings in the struggle to account

11" Moore, 1899, p 180.
12 Moore, 1899, p 180 emphasis added.
13 Moore, 1899, p 181.

14 Interestingly, Moore here seems to argue that truth values are the key to the problem of the unity of the
proposition, a position which will be key to our understanding of Davidson’s conception of truth and predication.



for our common sense intuitions. Moore here seems committed to an odd kind of ontological
pluralism: concepts in a sense certainly are, but they don’t appear to belong to the world of
chairs or other existents. Rather, the manner in which concepts are related accounts for the
world of existents. This is the manner in which existence is logically subordinate to truth. In
order to find out if any particular thing X exists, we need to see whether X is truthfully related to
EXISTENCE. Thus, questions about what exists dissolve into questions about truth. Questions
about whether a given proposition is true cannot then be answered by appealing to what exists,
but rather depend upon whether the proposition has the immediately recognizable and
unanalyzable property truth. Moore seems to have worked his position out more clearly by
1902, when he composed an encyclopedia entry for truth and falsity:

It seems plain that a truth differs in no respect from the reality to which it was
supposed merely to correspond: e.g., the truth that I exist differs in no respect
from the corresponding reality — my existence. So far, indeed, from truth being
defined by reference to reality, reality can only be defined by reference to truth:
for truth denotes exactly that property of the complex formed by two entities and
their relation, in virtue of which, if the entity predicated be existence, we call the
complex real — the property, namely, expressed by saying that the relation in
question does truly or really hold between the entities.!>

Truths, according to this view, are no different from the reality with which a correspondence
theorist would maintain truths correspond. Again, what it is for X to exist is for there to be a true
existential proposition involving X. So, for Moore at this stage there is no proposition/fact or

truth/fact dichotomy; facts are mentioned in 1899 and 1902 only in the innocuous sense of

15 Moore, 1902. I think we can confidently count both the 1902 and 1899 papers as articulations of M1, with the
1902 as a more mature version of M1.



truths.'® Interestingly, the above might provide motivation for an identity theory of truth,
although as Asay notes, this isn’t quite right.!” For Moore, TRUTH is the primitive concept, and
as 1s clear above reality is defined in terms of TRUTH, not the other way around. Thus the
identity theory that Moore seems to espouse here doesn’t tell us anything about TRUTH but
rather about reality. TRUTH, Moore thinks, resists analysis.

And Moore hasn’t yet elaborated what it is for a property (or a concept) to be
unanalyzable, or immediately recognizable. For such an elaboration, we need to turn to his
Principia Ethica, in particular his discussion of the concept good. My suggestion is that if we
replace ‘good’ with ‘truth’ in the following passages, we obtain an accurate picture of Moore’s
claim that truth is indefinable, unanalyzable, and immediately recognizable:

Good, then, if we mean by it that quality which we assert to belong to a thing,
when we say that the thing is good, is incapable of any definition, in the most
important sense of that word. The most important sense of ‘definition’ is that in
which a definition states what are the parts which invariably compose a certain
whole; and in this sense ‘good’ has no definition because it is simple and has no
parts.

and finally:

My point is that ‘good’ is a simple notion, just as ‘yellow’ is a simple notion; that,
just as you cannot, by any manner or means explain to any one who does not
already know it, what yellow is, so you cannot explain what good is. Definitions
of the kind that I was asking for, definitions which describe the real nature of the
object or notion denoted by the word, and which do not merely tell us what the

word is used to mean, are only possible when the object or notion in question is

16 The problem of distinguishing between truths and facts, seemingly hinted at by Moore here, crops up in Frege,
Wittgenstein, Russell, and, I’1l argue, Davidson.

17 Asay, 2013, p 57.
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something complex... But yellow and good, we say, are not complex: they are
notions of the simple kind, out of which definitions are composed and with which
the power of further defining ceases.'®

I submit that since Moore uses color concepts in both Principia Ethica and The Nature of
Judgment to illustrate unanalyzable primitivity (yellow and red, respectively), there is reason to
believe he had the same quality in mind in both cases: Moore holds truth, along with yellow and
good as primitive, and for the same reasons. Truth is therefore a simple kind of notion, one out

of which definitions can be composed, but not itself constitutively definable.

1.3 Russell Abandons Primitivism

By 1911 Moore had abandoned his commitment to M1. What happened? I think the
importance of Russell’s philosophical output during that decade to Moore’s thought cannot be
underestimated. Russell’s papers On The Nature of Truth in 1906 and On the Nature of Truth
and Falsehood in 1909 moved from a Moorean primitivist conception of truth to a pure
correspondence theory. In the 1906 paper Russell advances two views of truth, and contends that
he can’t decide which view he finds more plausible: the views in question are a variant of
Moore’s primitivism and a version of the correspondence theory. By 1909 Russell has settled
firmly in the correspondence camp, and he’s convinced Moore to abandon M1 as well.

In the 1906 paper false beliefs pose a particularly vexing problem for Russell, who (like
Moore) wants our beliefs to have objects. Maintaining this is easier with regard to truth than

with regard to falsity; for when we truly believe that the sun is shining, we seem to have an

18 Moore, 1993, pp 7-8 italics added.
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intuitive answer to the question of what we believe, for what we believe, is what is the case.
Hence, after claiming that all our beliefs must have objects, Russell laments:

But this simple view is rather difficult to defend from objections of various kinds,
tending to show that there are not only mistaken beliefs, but also non-facts, which
are the objectively false objects of mistaken beliefs. The main reason for this
view is the difficulty of answering the question: “what do we believe when our
belief is mistaken?”!”

Russell sketches his two theories of truth as candidates to help answer that question. Here is
Russell’s version of Moorean Primitivism:

If we accept the view that there are objective falsehoods, we shall oppose them to
facts, and make #ruth the quality of facts, falsehood the quality of their opposites,
which we may call fictions. Then facts and fictions together may be called
propositions. A belief always has a proposition for its object, and is knowledge
when its object is true, error when its object is false. Truth and falsehood, in this
view, are ultimate, and no account can be given of what makes a proposition true
or false.?0

This looks like a form of metaphysical primitivity (let us call this view R1): some propositions
have a property of truth, others falsity. In both cases we err in trying to account for why
propositions have the truth values that they have, as no account can be given. In contrast, we
might think that there are no such things as ‘objective falsehoods,” and that the facts are all that is
the case. In this case (let us call this view R2) we might say that it is our beliefs themselves
which are true or false, and not the objects of our beliefs. Our true beliefs would be those that

succeeded in corresponding to facts. Russell notes that this is a form of the correspondence

19 Russell, 1906, p 45.

20 Russell, 1906, p 48.
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theory, but that it has the unpleasant consequence that “error is the belief in nothing. For, when
we believe truly, our belief is to have an object which is a fact, but when we believe falsely, it
can have no object, unless there are objective non-facts”?! and that “when [facts and our beliefs]
correspond, the beliefs are true, and are beliefs in facts; when they do not, the beliefs are
erroneous, and are beliefs in nothing.”?> The paper concludes with Russell torn between the
primitive theory (R1) and the correspondence theory (R2), espousing neither but prophetically
leaning towards correspondence, as he considers the idea of ‘objective falsehoods’ abhorrent. By
1909 he will have abandoned the primitive thesis, and by 1912 when Russell published 7#/e
Problems of Philosophy, the primitive thesis will be a distant memory, a theory not worthy of
consideration in print.

Russell’s 1909 paper (which can be seen as a rough draft for the 1912 work) can be seen
primarily as Russell jettisoning the idea that beliefs or judgments have singular objects:

If every judgment, whether true or false, consists in a certain relation, called
"judging" or "believing", to a single object, which is what we judge or believe,
then the distinction of true and false as applied to judgments is derivative from the
distinction of true and false as applied to the objects of judgments. Assuming that
there are such objects, let us, following Meinong, give them the name
“Objectives”.?3

This is just Russell’s setting up a reductio: instead of the objective falsehoods mentioned above
that Russell found problematic, it is false objectives that cause the trouble. The difference is

negligible at best, so it is