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Prologue

I have very fond memories of those times during my childhood when
my parents, my sister, and I would get together to solve mathematical
and logical riddles from my father’s collection of Martin Gardner books.
What fascinated me the most was that each puzzle had a solution, usu-
ally a unique one, and after my father asked the question, we would all
separately try to discover it. My father would use mathematical formulas
to approach the problem, my mother used her strong intuitions, my sister
appealed to her vast imagination, and all I had was my reasoning skills.
There were different paths to take, but we were all trying to find the very
same solution. This was, I think, the first time—at the age of eleven—
that it dawned on me that truth was out there, waiting to be discovered.
However, with the little knowledge I had of mathematics at the time, I was
also of the opinion that numbers were simply invented by humans, and
that the whole science of mathematics was merely our own creation. And
if this is the case for mathematical truths, I wondered, could it also be the
case for all truths? Of course, I believed, as most people do, that there is
a physical reality, but perhaps, I thought, it is up to us to choose how we
categorize that reality into trees and mountains, and tables and chairs. On
the one hand, I thought that truth is out there; on the other, I also thought
that it may be our own product. How could that be? In my mature years
I went back and forth between these two ideas, and now I stand some-
where in between. All along T had the vague idea that the way in which
we use the concepts of truth and falsity has something to do with our
ability to refer to reality, even if that reality is partially our own construct.
I was especially fascinated by our ability to refer to things unknown to
us, which surely was the best indicator that there are truths waiting to be
discovered. Years later, this simple idea led me to consider a referential
theory of human curiosity. I ran into a substantial problem, however,
and as I was trying to tackle it, I came to realize that truth and reference
are intimately related to one another, much more than I, or any other
philosopher, had previously thought. Independent of where we stand on
the huge range of alternatives within the relativist/realist scale, a theory
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2 Prologue

of truth should be able to account for the simple fact that we can ask a
question out of curiosity being aware of our ignorance concerning its true
answer. Among the questions we ask, there is one type that appears to be
the simplest of all, admitting of only two answers, “yes”, and “no”. What
do we mean when we answer such a question by uttering one of those
simple words? The more I thought about it, the more apparent it became
that it is in fact a very challenging one to answer. What initially appeared
to be the simplest of all question forms turned out to be the most difficult
one. The theory of curiosity I endorse is based on the intuitive idea that
when one asks a question out of curiosity, one attempts to refer to some-
thing they represent as being unknown to them. If the unknown is a per-
son they ask a who-question; if it is a location they ask a where-question;
if it is a cause or a reason they ask a why-question, etc. In all these cases
we can identify the object of one’s curiosity, the very thing one is curi-
ous about. When one asks a propositional question, however, it is a lot
more difficult to identify what the object of curiosity is. Whatever it may
be, I thought, it must have to do with the referent of a sentence. Initially
by appealing to the dominant Fregean view, I thought that the object of
curiosity in such cases could be one of the two truth values as they are
usually called, but then I came to realize that I had no idea what these
odd Fregean entities were supposed to be. I contemplated this for some
time, and then one night [ had a dream. I was in the middle of nowhere,
perhaps in space, and there was this gray sphere right before me, about
the size of my head, hanging in mid-air. I asked, “Who are you?”, and
a low confident voice responded, “I am the True”, with an emphasis on
the last word. I said, “I thought you were an abstract entity”, to which it
said, “I am, but I portray myself as a sphere to communicate with you”. I then
asked, “Where is the False?”, and the sphere responded, “Ha... ha... that
is just a myth.” It dawned on me then that we call a sentence false, not
when it refers to some unidentified odd entity, but when it simply fails to
refer. This then led me to consider the most intuitive idea that a sentence
that expresses a truth refers to a portion of reality. Just as I can use the
name “Sue” to refer to Sue, I can use the sentence “Sue is happy” to refer
to a certain state that Sue is in, namely her being happy. If I am curious
whether Sue is happy, then what I wish to know is whether such a state
exists, or whether my sentence refers to that state. I then realized that
when our sentences succeed in referring then we call them #rue, and when
they fail, we call them false. This very simple idea is what led to the refer-
ential theory of truth and falsity. Just as with most alternative theories, it
is a theory that is quite easy to state, but very difficult to defend.

Not to create any false expectations, let me first say a few words about
what I shall not be directly discussing in this book. There are various
popular metaphysical, ontological, epistemic, ethical, and political prob-
lems regarding our ordinary concept of truth that I shall not directly
address. The theory of truth that will be explained and defended here
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will not presuppose any definite view on what the world is like, what it
consists of, whether we can ever come to know it, whether it is partially
our own construct, when we are entitled to assert something as being
true, whether something being true is wholly or partially dependent on
our culture, what the political and ethical implications of claims to truth
are, etc. That is not to say that such important issues will be completely
irrelevant; by gaining a better understanding of the deep grammar of
truth we will be in a better position to clarify some of the important
questions we ask about such issues, and, perhaps more importantly, to
raise novel questions about them. In a nutshell I shall try to demonstrate
that truth is a subspecies of our more general notion of reference, and then
I shall discuss its implications with regard to various philosophical issues
to show how fruitful a theory it is. An important moral to be drawn from
the discussions to follow is that the concept of truth is not an essential
part of language, and for languages such as ours which are built on the
concept of truth, reaching truth cannot be the ultimate epistemic goal.
Here is a brief summary of what is to follow: In Part I, after briefly
introducing the referential theory, I engage in a critical discussion of
Frege’s theory of truth and falsity, ending up denying almost every-
thing that Frege says, except his initial claim that sentences are referring
expressions. I then construct Whenglish, a hypothetical language, which
will help us reveal our semantic intuitions that sentences are in fact refer-
ring expressions, and will also support the two fundamental claims of my
theory, that truth is a form of successful reference, and falsity is a form
of failure of reference. Furthermore, it will demonstrate how there could
have been a language with no sentences, no predication, and no notions
of truth and falsity. I then attempt to show what goes wrong in the
famous Slingshot argument, which is supposed to show that if sentences
refer, they refer to their truth values. Part II contains a discussion of the
ways in which the referential theory relates to, and differs from, some of
the basic theories of truth within the literature, namely, correspondence,
identity, truthmaker, and deflationism. Part III is devoted to a discussion
of how the referential theory deals with negative sentences, disjunctions,
conditionals and quantified sentences, in which I try to show that logical
notions act as reference-shifting operators in such sentences which refer
to what I call conceptual states when they express truths. Part IV concen-
trates on certain important philosophical applications and implications
of the referential theory. Initially, I discuss how the referential theory may
shed new light on the Liar paradox. I then take up four separate distinc-
tions between ways of referring and apply them to declarative sentences
and their uses and discuss various implications of this in relation the
referential theory. First, I take up Kripke’s distinction between speaker’s refer-
ence and semantic reference, as well as Donnellan’s distinction between
referential and attributive uses of definite descriptions, and explore how
these distinctions, with certain modifications, could be generalized in
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order to apply them to the use of full sentences in a philosophically inter-
esting way. Then I take up my own distinction between ostensible and
inostensible reference, which is roughly the distinction between reference
to something known versus something unknown and show how this dis-
tinction can be applied to an agent’s epistemic connection to the referent
of a sentence. This chapter is also aimed at constructing the background
for the discussion of two types of propositional knowledge that comes
later. In the following chapter I try to show how Kripke’s distinction
between rigid and non-rigid designation could be applied to sentences
and discuss in what ways this is philosophically fruitful. Based on this
discussion, I then take up the implications of the referential theory with
respect to the distinction between necessary and contingent truths. The
next chapter is on certain epistemic implications of the referential theory
regarding the notions of knowledge and curiosity, which will allow us
to make a novel distinction between two kinds of propositional curios-
ity and, perhaps more importantly, between two corresponding kinds of
propositional knowledge. The final chapter is on the implications of the
referential theory with regard to the evolution of language and the emer-
gence of our concepts of truth and falsity.
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