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 ABSTRACT: Stephen Stich (1990) has argued that our commitment to truth is parochial, arbitrary, and idiosyncratic. Truth, according to Stich, can be analyzed in terms of reference and predicate satisfaction. If our intuitions about reference can change, this means that our concept of truth can change. If there can be many distinct concepts of truth, our seemingly unreflective commitment to the one we have inherited seems unmotivated. I argue that deflationism about truth possesses sufficient resources to turn back Stich’s skeptical challenge. If, as deflationism claims, no analysis of truth can be given, Stich’s argument cannot succeed. I argue that deflationism is correct by showing that differences in reference do not lead to distinct concepts of truth. I also show that deflationism can clarify what it is we care about when we care about whether our beliefs are true. To care whether p is true is simply to care whether p.  

I

One of the most influential challenges to the idea that we should care about having true beliefs has been raised by Stephen Stich (1990). Stich’s argument is based upon the apparent fact that our intuitions about the components of our concept of truth can change. Stich believes that the primary components of truth are reference and predicate satisfaction. As a result, he maintains that truth can be analyzed in terms of reference and predicate satisfaction. We might say, for example, that someone’s belief that a is F is true provided there exists an object x such that “a” refers to x and “F” is satisfied by x. Stich claims that the fact that we happen to have the set of intuitions about reference that we have right now is merely contingent. If we were to incorporate alternate definitions of reference into our discursive practices, we would soon develop a different set of intuitions. If our concept of truth really
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is dependent upon our intuitions about reference, the possibility that our intuitions about reference can change means that our intuitions about truth could also change. This leads Stich to conclude that our current notion of truth is parochial, arbitrary, and idiosyncratic. Stich (1990, 101) argues,

 once we have a clear view of the matter [i.e., of truth], most of us will not find any value, either intrinsic or instrumental, in having true beliefs. If this is right, a number of consequences follow. First, those who urge reliabilist analyses of justification, rationality, or kindred notions of cognitive evaluation will not be able to appeal to truth in explaining why rational cognitive processes or justified inferences are valuable.... A rather more startling consequence follows if we accept the traditional view that knowledge is justified true belief. For if that is what knowledge is, and if neither truth nor justification is valuable, then the value of knowledge itself is brought into question.  

In this article I argue that a deflationary view of truth can successfully rebut Stich’s skeptical challenge to the intrinsic value of true belief. According to deflationism, truth is not susceptible to any analysis—in terms of reference and predicate satisfaction or anything else. Stich’s argument crucially depends upon the denial of this deflationist doctrine. I support the deflationist view by showing that Stich’s strategies for varying the reference relation fail to result in distinct conceptions of truth. This, I claim, is reason for thinking that our concept of truth does not depend upon our intuitions about reference. I also show how deflationism can address the more general challenge Stich raises about the intrinsic value of truth by illuminating and clarifying what it is that we really care about when we care about whether our beliefs are true.

II

 Stich’s defense of his rather startling claims about the value of truth begins with an explanation and criticism of what he takes to be the standard contemporary account of how belief tokens acquire their semantic properties—a view he calls the “causal/functional interpretation function.” An interpretation function, Stich explains, maps belief tokens to truth conditions (or propositions or possible states of affairs), thereby assigning content to the former. The causal/functional interpretation function is a complex position, composed of the causal theory of reference, functionalism about the mind, and a Tarskian-style truth theory that explains truth in terms of reference and predicate satisfaction.


After assuming the orthodoxy of the causal theory of reference, Stich criticizes it for relying upon shared intuitions to distinguish the type of causal relation responsible for grounding the reference relation between mental tokens and their referents. He cites the following as an example of the role that shared intuitions actually play in the causal theory of reference.
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Causal theorists have argued persuasively that reference, construed along the lines of common-sense intuition, is possible even in the face of massively mistaken beliefs about the person or object referred to. Even if all the juicy bits in the biblical story of Jonah are myth, “Jonah” still may refer to a real, historical person about whom tall tales were told as historical facts were forgotten. However, causal theorists generally also insist that we must retain at least some true beliefs about the general category of things to which the referent of a name belongs. If the biblical legend of Jonah had a long history that began with someone overhearing a conversation about the number 17 and mistakenly thinking it was a person being spoken of, it would not be the case that “Jonah” denoted 17. In this case, causal theories and the intuitions that guide them decree that “Jonah” is an empty name, denoting nothing. (1990, 115)  


After surveying other examples in which causal theorists pick out certain causal relations between mental tokens and the world as distinctive of reference he concludes:

What ties all these causal chains [of putative reference] together is not any substantive property that they all share. Rather, what ties them together is that commonsense intuition counts them all as reference-fixing chains. (115)  

But what, he asks, is so special about our shared intuitions? Why do the intuitions we currently have enjoy a privileged status?


Stich suggests that, even if the causal theory of reference captures our ordinary notion of reference, we could easily define and adopt the following alternative notion of reference instead.

Let REFERENCE* be a word-world relation just like reference save for the fact that if the majority of the (nontrivial) descriptions a speaker associates with the name actually apply to no one, then the name is empty. (116)  

This is a version of the description-cluster theory of reference. Thus, for example, if there were a historical person named Jonah about whom certain (let us suppose) false stories developed concerning whales, a mental token of “Jonah” would refer (à la the causal theory) to that person because there exists a causal chain extending from that token all the way back to that historical person. But “Jonah” would not REFER* to anyone because most of the beliefs people associate with that name are all false. What would keep us from continuing this exercise and thinking up more alternative forms of reference? Stich answers:

These alternative interpretation functions are not the ones sanctioned by our intuitive judgments. They strike us as wrong or inappropriate. But there is no reason to think that we could not retrain our intuitions or bring up our children to have intuitions very different from ours. And  
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 having done so, interpretations based on reference would strike us as inappropriate while interpretations based on REFERENCE* or one of the others would seem intuitively natural. (116)  

Stich concludes that the causal/functional interpretation function is idiosyncratic because it is:

one interpretation function among many that stands out among its fellows principally because it is the function favored by local, contemporary commonsense intuition and the largely unknown psychological processes that underlie that intuition. (117)  

Rather than taking these considerations to be reasons for looking for some other account of reference, Stich remains unquestioningly devoted to the causal theory but bravely prepares himself to bite any counterintuitive bullet such a commitment may entail.


The Tarski-style truth theory that is one component of the causal/functional interpretation function analyzes the truth of belief tokens in terms of reference and predicate satisfaction. For instance,

(1) S’s belief that a is F is true iff there exists an object x such that “a” refers to x and “F” is satisfied by x.  

Since the causal/functional interpretation function that determines the reference relation is both idiosyncratic and parochial and since (1) explicates truth in terms of reference, truth also turns out to be equally idiosyncratic and parochial. When our words REFER* instead of refer, then our sentences are TRUE* rather than true. Thus, we have:

(2) S’s belief that a is F is TRUE* iff there exists an object x such that “a” REFERS* to x and “F” is satisfied by x.  

And so on for TRUE** beliefs and TRUE*** beliefs. Stich (1990, 117) writes,

One consequence of all of this is that when it comes to deciding what we really value in our doxastic states and in the processes that generate them, truth has lots of competition. Any given set of belief tokens that I might have will contain a certain percentage, say n, of true beliefs. But the same set will also contain a certain percentage, n*, of TRUE* beliefs, a certain percentage, n**, of TRUE** beliefs, and so on for indefinitely many variations on the intuitively favored semantic theme. Moreover, in general n  n*  n**....  

Why should we prefer true beliefs to TRUE* beliefs or TRUE** beliefs? We have, Stich claims,

simply inherited our intuitions; we have not made a reflective choice to have them. Those who find intrinsic value in holding true beliefs... are accepting unreflectively the interpretation function that our culture (or our biology) has bequeathed to us and letting that function determine their basic epistemic value. (120)  
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Once we recognize the idiosyncrasy of our notion of truth, Stich argues, we will find the notion of intrinsically valuing true beliefs to be unmotivated.

III

Deflationism about truth can provide an array of responses to Stich’s challenge. In this section I will use resources from deflationism to show that Stich does not succeed in undermining the intrinsic value of true belief.

A.
One crucial aspect of Stich’s case is his assumption that the notion of truth can (and should) be analyzed in terms of reference and predicate satisfaction. However, deflationists about truth maintain that no analysis of truth of the form

(3) (x)(x is true iff x is F)  

can be given, where “x is F” (or any n-ary relation R the domain of which is the set of all things x such that, for some y,..., and some n <x, y,..., n>  R) is conceptually or explanatorily more fundamental than “x is true.” This rules out analyzing truth in terms of reference, REFERENCE* or any other kindred notion. According to Paul Horwich’s (1998a) minimalist theory of truth—the most defensible version of deflationism to date—instances of the following truth schema are the most explanatorily basic facts about truth.

(MT) The proposition that p is true iff p.  

According to MT, a proposition is true if and only if what the statement says to be the case actually is the case. For example, snow’s being white is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of the proposition that snow is white. As William Alston (1996, 209) puts it, “Nothing more is required for its being true that p than just the fact that p; and nothing less will suffice.” Although other (less defensible) forms of deflationism—e.g., Quine’s (1970) disquotational theory and the prosentential theories of Grover (1992) and Brandom (1994)— offer competing explanations of truth, they all agree that truth cannot be given a traditional philosophical analysis.


Despite the fact that Horwich’s minimalist theory is an account of the truth of propositions, we can easily construct a minimalist theory of truth for beliefs using the schema:


(MTB) S’s belief that p is true iff p.  

The axioms of our minimalist theory of truth for beliefs will be all of the instances of the schema MTB.†1 According to MTB, the fact that p is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of S’s belief that p. Instances of this schema are the most fundamental facts about the truth of beliefs. Consequently, MTB is just as deflationary as its propositional cousin, MT.


Stich’s claim that our commitment to truth is parochial, arbitrary, and idiosyncratic is based solely upon analyzing truth in terms of something else— viz., reference and predicate satisfaction—and then showing how we can vary
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that something else. He offers no other argument for thinking that our intuitions regarding truth are idiosyncratic and parochial. But Stich mistakenly assumes that any explication of the concept of truth will take the form of an analysis. If deflationism is correct in maintaining that no analysis of truth can be given, his argument fails to go through.


Although Stich uses the causal/functional interpretation function to make his case about reference and truth, he claims that his argument generalizes and applies to any other interpretation function that could be offered. In other words, he claims that his argument cannot be turned back simply by rejecting the causal theory of reference as an explication of our ordinary notion of reference. For whatever interpretation function is offered, Stich’s response will always be, “But why that function rather than some other?” When Stich claims that the problems he isolates apply to any interpretation function, what he really means is that those problems apply to any interpretation function that incorporates an analysis of truth. It should be clear that these problems do not afflict any interpretation function that adopts a deflationary view of truth because deflationism denies that truth can be analyzed in terms of anything.†2

B.
Regarding the causal theory of reference Stich claims, “What ties all these causal chains [of putative reference] together is not any substantive property that they all share” (1990, 115). This leads Stich to conclude that the ordinary notion of reference is arbitrary, parochial, and idiosyncratic. By contrast, deflationism suggests that it should lead Stich to question the project of providing an analysis of reference in terms of some substantive property that ties all chains of putative reference together.


Deflationists about truth are very often deflationists about reference as well. Horwich (1998b), for example, claims that just as there is no substantive property that all true sentences share that can serve as the basis for an analysis of truth, there is no such property into which reference can be analyzed either. In a manner reminiscent of his minimalist theory of truth Horwich claims that the fundamental facts about reference are instances of the equivalence schema:

(4) “a” refers to x iff a = x.  

Since, according to Horwich, instances of this schema are conceptually basic vis-à-vis reference, we should not expect any analysis of reference of the form,

(5) “a” refers to x iff Rax,  

 where Rax is more explanatorily fundamental than and provides an analysis of “... refers to...”


Stich is led to question our attachment to what he calls the “common notion of reference”—some version of the causal theory of reference. According to deflationism, however, Stich’s worries should instead cause him to question his attachment to the notion that there is some analysis that reveals
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some fundamental—perhaps complex, naturalistic—relational property that all instances of reference have in common.

C.
Rather than remain satisfied with pointing out that Stich’s arguments do not apply when one accepts deflationism about truth, I want to provide reasons for thinking that deflationism is correct. I shall begin by granting for the sake of argument Stich’s claim that all interpretation functions are equally subject to the sort of gerrymandering he inflicts upon interpretation functions that employ the causal theory of reference. (Keep in mind that such gerrymandering is possible only if analyses of truth and reference can be given.) Using alternative interpretation functions in the examples that follow I will show that truth remains untouched by any variation in the reference of singular terms or their mental equivalents.


Consider an interpretation function, I, that employs the causal theory of reference and consider an alternative interpretation function, I*, that employs the notion of REFERENCE* defined by Stich above. Now suppose the following is true of some subject.


(6) S believes that Jonah lived in Nineveh.  

Is S’s belief true? That depends upon whether I or I* is used to assign content to the belief. If I is used, then if there is an appropriate causal chain extending from that part of S’s mental state with the same content as the name “Jonah” to an historical personage about whom certain cetaceous stories have been told, that state has a referent. Following Stich, let us suppose there is such a person. If the person referred to by this state lived in Nineveh, then S’s belief is true. If, however, I* is used, then that part of S’s mental state with the content “Jonah” does not, in fact, REFER* to anyone because there is no person (let us suppose) to whom the majority of the (nontrivial) descriptions S associates with the name actually apply. In this case, S’s belief will then be either false or neither true nor false, depending upon one’s view of empty names.


It is important to keep in mind that, according to Stich, I and I* differ with respect to more than just the referents they assign to belief tokens. They purportedly differ in the notion of reference involved, which is supposed to result in differing notions of truth. Granting for the sake of argument that the two notions of reference are, in fact, distinct, is it plausible to think that they result in distinct notions of truth? I think not. Consider the following statements:

(7) S’s belief that Jonah lived in Nineveh is true iff Jonah lived in Nineveh.  

(8) S’s belief that Jonah lived in Nineveh is true iff Jonah lived in Nineveh.  

Let us suppose that “Jonah” in (7) is interpreted as referring, while in (8) it is interpreted as REFERRING*. Does this difference in interpretation mean that (7) and (8) employ distinct notions of truth? According to Stich, the answer is “yes,” and (8) should be understood to mean:
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(9) S’s belief that Jonah lived in Nineveh is TRUE* iff Jonah lived in Nineveh.  

However, the notion of truth involved in both (7) and (8) seems to be exactly the same. In both cases S’s belief is true if and only if things stand in the world as S’s belief represents them as standing. Jonah’s having lived in Nineveh is both necessary and sufficient for the truth of S’s belief that Jonah lived in Nineveh. In other words, they express identical notions of what it is for a belief to be true, even if they differ with respect to what it is for a mental token of “Jonah” to denote an object. To the degree that it is plausible to think that (7) and (8) express identical notions of truth, it is plausible to think that the deflationary view that truth cannot be analyzed in terms of reference is correct.


According to our deflationary account of the truth of beliefs, substitution instances of the schema

(MTB) S’s belief that p is true iff p  

count as well-formed propositions when the content of the same belief token appears twice in the formula and is given the same interpretation in each case. Regardless of whether substitution instances are assigned their meaning by I or I*, belief tokens should receive the same interpretation on both sides of the biconditional. And what it is for those tokens to be true will then be the same in each case. Deflationism denies that by idly fiddling with how belief tokens are mapped on to parts of the world one can thereby alter truth itself.


Since (7) and (8) employ the notion of truth in exactly the same sense, if we grant Stich that reference and REFERENCE* pick out distinct notions, then we can conclude that deflationism with respect to truth is correct—i.e., that truth cannot be analyzed in terms of anything more conceptually fundamental than the instances of the truth schemata.

IV

Some readers may be willing to grant the arguments of the previous section without feeling fully satisfied. One might raise the following concern:

Although Stich’s attack on our commitment to truth consists solely in challenging us to say why we should value true beliefs rather TRUE* beliefs or TRUE** beliefs, there is still a more general worry about the value of truth that the arguments of the previous section do not address, viz.: Why should we value true beliefs rather than false beliefs? Now with respect to this point, it doesn’t seem to make the slightest difference whether one is or is not a deflationist about truth. Even deflationists recognize that there is an important difference between having a true belief and having a false belief. The question remains why we should care about whether our beliefs are true at all.†3  
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Although deflationism alone cannot furnish us with a complete answer to this question, deflationism can point us in the right direction by shedding much needed light on the question of what exactly it is that we value when we value true belief.


Suppose that an agent, S, has the following set of beliefs: {b1, b2, b3,..., bn}. Call the set “B.” Suppose also that S cares about whether the members of B are true. What exactly is it that S cares about? Does S care whether each member of B possesses some substantive, possibly complex, relational property that connects belief tokens to bits of reality? I doubt it. If we look at the content of some of S’s beliefs, I think we will be able to see what it is that S really cares about. Consider the following beliefs of S:

b1 = My daughter’s piano recital is on Friday.  

b2 = My income tax refund check is going to be especially big this year.  

b3 = I have published enough articles to fulfill the tenure requirements of my university.  

b4 = The fire ant poison looked like it worked yesterday.  

Plugging each of these beliefs into the truth schema MTB for beliefs yields:

(10) S’s belief that S’s daughter’s piano recital is on Friday is true iff S’s daughter’s piano recital is on Friday.  

(11) S’s belief that S’s income tax refund check is going to be especially big this year is true iff S’s income tax refund check is going to be especially big this year.  

(12) S’s belief that S has published enough articles to fulfill the tenure requirements of S’s university is true iff S has published enough articles to fulfill the tenure requirements of S’s university.  

(13) S’s belief that the fire ant poison looked like it worked yesterday is true iff the fire ant poison looked like it worked yesterday.  

If there is nothing more to the truth of S’s belief that S’s daughter’s piano recital is on Friday than S’s daughter’s piano recital actually being on Friday, then there is nothing more to S’s desire that this belief be true than his desire that his daughter’s piano recital actually occur on the night that his belief represents it as occurring. In other words, in caring about whether b1 is true, S is caring about whether S’s daughter’s piano recital really is on Friday. Similarly, there is nothing more to S’s caring about whether b2 is true than S caring about whether S’s income tax refund check is going to be especially big this year. In caring about whether b3 is true, S is caring about whether S has published enough articles to fulfill the tenure requirements of S’s university. And so on for S’s other beliefs. In other words,
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For any bi in S’s set of beliefs {b1, b2, b3,..., bn}, there is nothing more to S’s caring about whether bi is true than S caring about whether bi.  

We can capture this insight using the following truth schema:

(MTC) S cares whether p is true iff S cares whether p.  

There is nothing more to S’s concern with the truth of his beliefs than his concern that things actually stand in the world as his beliefs represent them as standing. Following our minimalist theory of truth for beliefs, the axioms of our minimalist theory of what people care about when they care about whether their beliefs are true will be the instances of MTC.


My hypothetical interlocutor at the beginning of this section wanted to know why S should care about having true beliefs rather than false beliefs. That is, why should S care whether the members of B are true rather than false? According to MTC, this question reduces to the question of why S should care whether b1, b2, b3,..., bn. And why does S care whether b1, b2, b3,..., bn? Some of S’s reasons include the following:

(a) S does not want to disappoint his daughter by forgetting which night her recital is on;  

(b) S would like to receive as big a refund from the IRS as possible;  

(c) S does not want to be investigated by the IRS for income tax evasion;  

(d) S wants to receive tenure;  

(e) S wants to make sure he is living up the scholarly expectations of his department and his university; and  

(f) S does not want his children to be bitten by fire ants.  

So, S cares whether b1, b2, b3,..., bn because S cares about his children, his money, and his career (among other things). No theory of truth should be expected to explain why S should care about his children, his money, and his career. The best that an adequate theory of truth can do is to illuminate the fundamental facts about what valuing truth consists in. And MTC does just that.


According to deflationism, there is less to truth than one might think: it is not a substantive property or relation, and it plays no explanatory role in any theory. As a result, there is going to be less involved in valuing truth than one might think. These deflationist thoughts about what we care about when we care about truth are quite different from Stich’s. Unlike Stich, deflationists do not challenge the notion that we should be (and are) concerned with whether the world is as our beliefs represent it as being. Instead, they challenge the notion that there is more to caring about the truth of our beliefs than is expressed in the instances of MTC.†4
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V

I have shown that Stich’s argument for the claim that our attachment to truth is parochial, arbitrary, and idiosyncratic can succeed only if our concept of truth depends upon our intuitions about reference—i.e., only if truth can be analyzed in terms of reference and, say, predicate satisfaction. Deflationism denies that truth can be analyzed into concepts that are more conceptually fundamental vis-à-vis truth than truth itself. If truth were composed of reference and other more fundamental concepts, changes in the reference relation would result in distinct concepts of truth. I have argued that the deflationary stance is correct by showing that Stich’s attempt to vary reference relations does not result in alternate notions of truth. I have also shown how deflationism can illuminate what is involved when we value true belief. To care whether p is true is simply to care whether p. Although this simple fact does not by itself constitute a complete theory of value, recognizing it can protect against many red herrings concerning the value of truth. Deflationism is, thus, a useful ally in defending our commitment to objective truth.

Notes 

1.
That’s right, it’s not finitely axiomatizable.

2.
Some may think that if any approach to truth is parochial, deflationism is because it defines truth only for particular languages. Doesn’t deflationism provide a definition for the predicate “true-in-L” instead of plain old truth? No. This line of thought stems from wrongly attributing to all deflationary theories a feature that is endemic only to Tarski’s theory of truth. His commitment to avoid semantic paradoxes led him to eschew “semantically closed languages”—i.e., languages that contained semantic terms that are applicable to sentences of that same language. By preventing a theory of truth for a language from being formulated within that language, he succeeded in preventing the basic form of the Liar paradox from arising—but only at the cost of settling for the seemingly parochial notion of true-in-L. MT and MTB above are attempts to explain truth—not the predicate “true-in-L.” Moreover, according to my characterization of deflationism, Tarski’s theory doesn’t count as deflationary.


There is something linguistically parochial about some deflationary theories of truth— e.g., Quine’s (1970) disquotationalism and the prosentential theories of Grover (1992) and Brandom (1994)—that only seem to apply to linguistic entities such as sentences. For example, how can Quine’s disquotationalism be extended to account for the truth of belief tokens when there are no quotation marks in brain states to be “disquoted”? Similarly, the prosentential theories of Grover and Brandom are aimed at explaining certain linguistic conventions—viz., the use of prosentences—that do not seem to have an analog in the brain.

3.
I am indebted to an anonymous reviewer from this journal for raising this concern.

4.
Horwich (1998a, 62–3) argues that it is difficult to see how we could intrinsically value truth from a deflationary perspective. He points out that our failure to understand the notion of intrinsic goodness may very well be the source of the problem rather than the deflationary truth theory we adopt. MTC seems to offer a more satisfying deflationary response.
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