Truth and Other Self-Effacing Properties

Abstract

A “self-effacing” property is one that is definable without referring to it. Colin McGinn (2000) has argued that there is exactly one such property: truth. I show that if truth is a self-effacing property, then there are very many others—too many even to constitute a set.
1
Introduction

In his recent book, Logical Properties, Colin McGinn introduces the idea of “self-effacing” properties. Initially, he says that a property is self-effacing if and only if it is definable in a way that does not refer to it (McGinn, 2000, p. 95). He then contends that truth is the one and only self-effacing property. In this paper, I argue that truth is not the only self-effacing property. Given certain assumptions having nothing to do with truth, there are too many self-effacing properties even to constitute a set. For the bulk of this paper, I will not deny that truth is self-effacing, nor will I deny much of what McGinn

says about truth. My primary target is McGinn’s claim that truth is the self-effacing property.

In section 2, I explain what self-effacing properties are, and I distinguish weak from strong self-effacingness. In Section 3, I set out some assumptions that are important to my argument. Sections 4 and 5 consist of arguments for the claim that there are very many weakly self-effacing properties and very many strongly self-effacing ones. Section 6 addresses an objection to my arguments, and Section 7 concludes the paper by reconsidering an assumption that drives my arguments and by suggesting that without it, it is no longer clear that any properties—including truth—are self-effacing in either sense.
2
What is Self-Effacingness?

McGinn introduces the idea of self-effacingness in the final chapter of Logical Properties, where he discusses the idea of truth. His aim in that chapter is to show that the disquotational view of truth is compatible with the view that truth is a robust, primitive property of propositions. He calls the resulting view “thick disquotationalism.” I will not dispute thick disquotationalism here. What matters for my purposes is just that thick disquotationalism, like some of its deflationary counterparts, takes the Tarskian formula ‘p is true iff p’ to define truth. (The unitalicized ‘p’ indicates that p is mentioned on the left side of the schema, but the italicized ‘p’ indicates that p is used on the right side.)

On McGinn’s view, to say that p is true is to ascribe a property to the proposition p. This is what makes his disquotationalism “thick.” He describes his view, and the self-effacingness of truth, as follows:
I want to put together these two claims—that truth is a robust property, and that truth is disquotationally definable—and ask what conception of truth emerges. Here, then, without further ado, is the essence of the concept of truth: truth is a property whose application conditions can be stated without making reference to that property—moreover, it is the only property of which this can be said. Let us accordingly say that truth is a self-effacing property in the foregoing sense. (McGinn, 2000, p. 95)

For a property to be self-effacing, McGinn points out, is not just for it be definable or definable without circularity. When we define ‘bachelor’ as ‘unmarried man’, the definiens refers to the property of bachelorhood, albeit indirectly, by way of unmarriedness and manhood. The point about self-effacingness is that a self-effacing property can be defined without making any reference to it. When we define truth by the disquotational schema, for example, the definiens says nothing about the property of truth. It does not in any way—not even indirectly—predicate truth of anything or refer to

truth. We might make this clearer by noticing that ‘p is true’ carries ontological commitments to the existence of the proposition p and, on McGinn’s view, the property of truth. The definiens, ‘p’, in contrast, need not carry any such commitments. When we say, “It is true that snow falls from the sky iff snow falls from the sky,” the right side of the biconditional carries ontological commitments only to snow and to the sky (and, perhaps, to falling), not to truth or to propositions.
Though McGinn does not do so, we can distinguish between strong and weak self-effacingness. Let us define weak self-effacingness as McGinn does in the passage cited above:

A property is weakly self-effacing iff its application conditions can be stated without referring to it (i.e., without predicating it of anything).
McGinn moves freely between the claims (i) that truth is self-effacing and (ii) that truth is disquotational (i.e., from the fact that a proposition instantiates truth we can infer the distinct fact the proposition states). He might do this because he thinks truth’s disquotational features account for its self-effacingness: we can define truth without referring to it because truth is disquotational. In Section 4, however, I give examples of properties that are weakly self-effacing but not disquotational. Thus, McGinn might not mean to claim truth is the only weakly self-effacing property. He might mean instead that

it is the only strongly self-effacing property, where:

A property of propositions is strongly self-effacing iff both (i) it is weakly self-effacing and (ii) its instantiation by a proposition entails the very fact that proposition states.

It may therefore be helpful to keep the notions of weak and strong self-effacingness distinct, though it will turn out there are very many properties of both kinds.
Before making the case that truth is not the only self-effacing property (in either sense), I should make some remarks about why McGinn thinks it is the only one. He does not give a direct argument to the effect that all self-effacing properties must either be or include the property of truth. Instead, he considers a handful of possible counterexamples to his view, each of which plausibly has a disquotational feature and so might be strongly self-effacing. They are the property of being known, the property of following from something true, and the property of being believed by an infallible God. In each of these cases, McGinn points out that the properties can be analyzed “as conjunctions in which truth is one conjunct; truth is a necessary condition for each of the complex concepts in question” (McGinn, 2000, p.99 n.13). They are therefore not counterexamples after all, but properties that inherit their disquotational features from truth.
McGinn also considers some cases of self-reference that might be counterexamples

to the claim that truth is uniquely self-effacing. Consider the following proposition:

(Proposition I) Proposition I is intelligible.
From the fact that Proposition I is intelligible, we can infer the very fact Proposition I states. This might appear to be at least some indication that intelligibility is strongly self-effacing.
The important difference between truth and intelligibility, though, is that truth always licenses the inference from its ascription to a proposition to the fact the proposition states:
My claim is that for any proposition truth licenses the inference in question; no matter which proposition you choose you can always make this move. (McGinn, 2000, p. 100)
A proposition’s intelligibility, in contrast, licenses the inference to the fact it states only in recherché cases of self-reference. For a property to be strongly self-effacing, you must always be able to infer the fact a proposition states from its having the property. According to McGinn, truth is the only property like that (except for those that inherit their disquotationality from truth).
Having dismissed these possible counterexamples, McGinn concludes that it is “virtually unassailable” to claim that truth is the only self-effacing property (McGinn, 2000, p. 100). The counterexamples I offer in Sections 4 and 5, however, are fundamentally different from those McGinn considers. They are properties that do not include the property of truth, and the strongly self-effacing ones are disquotational in McGinn’s sense for all propositions. Far from being uniquely self-effacing, truth is a member of a family of self-effacing properties that is too large even to be a set.

3
Some Assumptions

The arguments and counterexamples I am about to offer depend on some assumptions not everyone is likely to accept. In fact, I reject most of them, but McGinn is committed to them. It is best to construe my conclusion, then, as conditional: If these assumptions are all true, then truth is not the only self-effacing property. Should it turn out we have very good reasons to think truth must be uniquely self-effacing, that would mean only that at least one of these assumptions must go.

The assumptions are as follows:
A1 There are propositions and properties.

A2 Every meaningful predicate denotes a property.

A3 Schematic definitions, such as ‘p is true iff p’ are real, acceptable definitions of properties.

A4 Distinct properties can be extensionally equivalent, and even necessarily extensionally equivalent, without either being analyzable in terms of the other.

A5 Whenever p and q refer to different objects or properties, p and q are different propositions.

A6 There are too many cardinal numbers to constitute a set.

Though I have some doubts about these assumptions (especially A3, see Section 7), McGinn should accept them all. He commits himself to A1 throughout Logical Properties and elsewhere (e.g., Hart and McGinn (1978)). He commits himself to A2 on page 95 of Logical Properties.
 His commitment to A3 is required to make sense of his discussion of truth and his thick disquotationalism, which includes the idea that truth is definable by the Tarskian schema. A4 is mandatory for anyone who believes the property of being a unicorn is distinct from the property of being a chimera (as McGinn does) and that the property of being a round square is distinct from that of being a triangular square. All these properties are empty and thus extensionally equivalent. The last two are necessarily extensionally equivalent, as are the first two if Kripke (1980, pp. 23-4, 156-8) is right. McGinn appeals to A5 when he argues that the proposition that p is true is not the same as the proposition that p (McGinn, 2000, p. 93-4). A6 is an easily proven theorem of most reasonable set theories, such as Zermelo-Fraenkel.
4
Weakly Self-Effacing Properties

Our first example of a weakly self-effacing property is one McGinn himself discusses: falsity. We can define falsity as follows:
p is false iff not-p.

McGinn mentions that this is a fine way of defining falsity, and he notes that from the fact that a proposition is false we can deduce the opposite of the fact the proposition states (McGinn, 2000, p. 98). Surprisingly, he does not consider the question whether falsity is self-effacing.
Clearly, falsity is not strongly self-effacing. From the fact that p is false we cannot deduce that p. But is it weakly self-effacing? I see no good way to deny it. The definiens above does not predicate falsity of anything. It refers in no way, not even indirectly, to the property of being false. All that is required for a property to be weakly self-effacing, however, is that it be definable without referring to it. The quasi-disquotational definition of falsity demonstrates that it is a property with exactly that feature.

One might object here that we ought to understand ‘not’ as a predicate of propositions, equivalent to the falsity predicate. In that case, the definiens above would refer to falsity after all. It is a mistake, however, to treat the truth-functional connectives as predicates. If we were to do so, it would be impossible to assert object-level truth functions of atomic sentences. We could never say, for example, of John that he is not married. All we could say would be that ‘John is married’ is false, which is a different proposition by A5. If we keep in mind that p is used rather than mentioned on the right

side of ‘p is false iff not-p’, we will see that ‘not’ has to be an object-level operator rather than a meta-level predicate.
Falsity is not the only weakly self-effacing property other than truth. Let us use the notation ‘pj’ to designate (rigidly) the proposition exactly like p except its quantifiers are restricted to citizens of the Roman Empire and all its singular terms are replaced with ‘Julius Caesar’. (Table 1 gives some examples.) I do not mean for subscripting ‘j’ to the name of a proposition to abbreviate a definite description such as:
The result of restricting p’s quantifiers to the citizens of the Roman Empire and replacing all p’s singular terms with ‘Julius Caesar’
which would refer to pj indirectly, by way of p. Rather, the subscripting convention is just a convenient device for naming certain propositions that exist, and say what they say, regardless of our typographic conventions or our means of choosing names for them. In particular, we should keep in mind that to assert that pj is not to say something about p but to say something about Caesar and the Romans.
For example, let p be the proposition that Jack loves Jill. pj is thus the proposition that Julius Caesar loves Julius Caesar. The notation:
If anyone loves Jill, then pj
thus abbreviates:

If anyone loves Jill, then Julius Caesar loves Julius Caesar.
The abbreviated claim, note, makes no reference to the proposition p or even to Jack. It refers only to Jill, Julius Caesar, and the relation of loving.
Now consider the following definition:

p is imperial iff pj .
The definition allows us to generate these biconditionals:
‘Julius Caesar is an emperor’ is imperial iff Julius Caesar is an emperor.

‘McGinn is not Roman’ is imperial iff Julius Caesar is not Roman.
‘All men are mortal’ is imperial iff all Roman citizens who are men are mortal.
‘McGinn is a university professor’ is imperial iff Julius Caesar is a university professor.
Notice two things. First, imperialness is not the same as truth, nor does it include the property of truth. Some true propositions are imperial, such as ‘Julius Caesar is an emperor’. Others are not imperial, such as ‘McGinn is not Roman’. And when a proposition is imperial, this is not because some proposition has the property of truth. Propositions are imperial simply in virtue of the properties of Caesar and the Romans. Second, imperialness is weakly self-effacing. The definiens in ‘p is imperial iff pj ’ refers to neither imperialness nor p. Rather, it just refers to whatever objects and properties pj refers to, for all it asserts is that pj. This is just the same as in the Tarskian schema, where the occurrence of ‘p’ on the right side makes no reference to truth or to the proposition p.

So, there are at least two weakly self-effacing properties besides truth. And there are many, many more. For any cardinal number k, we can adopt a naming convention similar to the ‘j’-subscripting convention. That is, we can adopt the convention of (rigidly) calling the proposition just like p except that its singular terms are all replaced by ‘1’ and its quantifiers are restricted to cardinal numbers p1, and we could call the proposition just like p except that its singular terms are all replaced by ‘א0’ and its quantifiers are restricted to cardinal numbers 
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, and so on. Remember, this is just a naming device. To assert that p1 is not to refer to p in any way, but only to make a certain claim about 1 and the other cardinal numbers.
We can then offer the following definitions:
p is 1-ish iff p1
p is 2-ish iff p2
and so on. In general, for any cardinal number k there is the property of being k-ish, which a proposition p has iff pk. Each is definable without referring to it. Each is distinct from truth, despite its weak self-effacingness. And since there are too many cardinal numbers to constitute a set, it follows that there are too many weakly self-effacing properties to constitute a set.
This argument does not require us to assume our language has a name for every cardinal number; most languages do not. Rather, we need only be able to quantify over all the cardinals so we can set out the schema ‘For every cardinal number k, proposition p is k-ish iff pk’. The point here is not that there are as many predicates for weakly self-effacing properties as there are cardinal numbers, but that there are that many self-effacing properties themselves. Moreover, we can name countably infinitely many cardinal numbers before running out of linguistic resources. Furthermore, no matter what

countable set of cardinals we choose, we can define k-ishness for each k in that set, by first giving a name to each of the set’s members. Since every cardinal number is a member of at least one countable set of cardinal numbers, we are safe in concluding that there is a weakly self-effacing property of k-ishness for each cardinal number k,  regardless of whether we ever get around to naming it. But, of course, what really matters here is only that there are a great many self-effacing properties besides truth, whether or not there as many as there are cardinal numbers.

5
Strongly Self-Effacing Properties

Recall that strongly self-effacing properties are not only weakly self-effacing but disquotational. Their instantiation by a proposition entails the very fact the proposition states. McGinn thinks of truth’s self-effacingness and its disquotationality as intimately tied to one another, but (pace McGinn) truth is not the only strongly self-effacing property. Consider the following three definitions:

p is herboverdant iff (if grass is green, then p)

p is trinitarian iff (if 3=3, then p)
p is conjunctively imperial iff both p and pj .

Notice first that herboverdancy, trinitarianism, and conjunctive imperialness are all weakly self-effacing. Each has been defined without referring to it, even indirectly. Also notice that we can infer that p from the fact that p is herboverdant, from the fact that p is trinitarian, and from the fact that p is conjunctively imperial. So, each of these properties is strongly self-effacing.

Furthermore, I claim, none of these properties is or includes the property of truth. Conjunctive imperialness is not even extensionally equivalent to truth, as there are many propositions that are true but not conjunctively imperial. One of them is ‘McGinn is a university professor’. Nevertheless, if we know for some p that it is conjunctively imperial, we also know that p. Trinitarianism and herboverdancy might look like harder cases. Each is extensionally equivalent to truth, since 3=3 and grass is green. Indeed,

trinitarianism is necessarily extensionally equivalent to truth, since ‘3=3’ is necessary. But we are assuming that neither extensional equivalence nor necessary extensional equivalence is sufficient for the sameness of properties (by A4). 

To see that neither trinitarianism nor herboverdancy is identical to truth, then, we need only observe that there is nothing at all about truth, in any way, mentioned in their definientia, and A5 says propositions are distinct whenever they refer to different objects and properties. The definiens in our definition of herboverdancy talks about only grass, greenness, and whatever p talks about. The definiens in our definition of trinitarianism talks about only 3, identity, and whatever p talks about. For example, suppose p is the

proposition that Pat Smith is President. Then we have:

‘Pat Smith is President’ is herboverdant iff (if grass is green, then Pat Smith is President).

‘Pat Smith is President’ is trinitarian iff (if 3=3, then Pat Smith is President).

Since we do not analyze the fact that 3=3 or the fact that grass is green in terms of truth, and since we do not typically analyze whatever p says (e.g., that Pat Smith is President) in terms of truth either, trinitarianism and herboverdancy are not properties whose disquotational features are parasitic on those of truth. But they are strongly self-effacing.

As we saw with the definition of falsity, one might object that we should understand the logical devices used above as predicates of propositions, which must in turn be understood in terms of truth. For the same reasons I rejected that view of negation, I reject it as applied to conjunction and the material conditional. To treat the logical operators in that way is to confuse use and mention. (See Section 4.)

By the same devices we have been using, we can define for any cardinal number k the property of conjunctive k-ishness. For example, we can make the following definitions:

p is conjunctively 1-ish iff both p and p1
p is conjunctively 2-ish iff both p and p2
and so on through the cardinal numbers. None of these properties will be the same as truth. From the fact that p has any of them, we can infer that p. None of these definitions refers to truth. All these properties are strongly self-effacing, and there are too many to form a set.
6
An Objection

One might object to the arguments above by claiming imperialness, conjunctive 1-ishness, herboverdancy, and the like are not real properties at all, but mere “Cambridge” properties. The point of McGinn’s claim about truth, one might go on, is that truth is unique among the real properties for being self-effacing. “Cambridge” properties, such as the property of being such that Socrates is wise, are allegedly unreal, and so they are not counterexamples to McGinn’s uniqueness claim.

This objection fails for two reasons. First, it requires abandonment of A2, according to which every meaningful predicate expresses a property. I have been arguing that, if the assumptions in Section 3 are correct, truth is not the only self-effacing property. It is thus no objection that my argument depends on one of those assumptions.

But perhaps we ought to abandon A2, as it requires us to admit very many intuitively unreal, merely Cambridge properties into our ontology. There is still a second problem with the objection: Disquotationalism makes truth just as Cambridge as being such that Socrates is wise or being such that 2 is prime. Something has a Cambridge property just in virtue of the way other things are, and this is supposed to be why Cambridge properties are unreal. Given disquotationalism, however, the proposition that snow falls from the

sky is true just in virtue of snow’s falling from the sky. Truth becomes a property propositions have just in virtue of the way other things are. So, if conjunctive 1-ishness and imperialness are not self-effacing properties because they are Cambridge, it must also turn out that truth is not a self-effacing property for the very same reason. And if truth is not a self-effacing property at all, it cannot be the one and only such property.
7
Conclusion

Some readers might smell a rat in the arguments I have given, and I confess I do too. In particular I think there are serious problems with A3, the assumption that schemata such as ‘p is true iff p’ are real definitions. McGinn is committed to this assumption because he takes disquotationalism to be the view that truth is definable disquotationally.

As I mention above in section 3, I think that assumption embodies a misunderstanding of the Tarskian schema. Though I cannot defend my view here, I will now outline what I take to be the right understanding of the schema, as well as how that understanding might cause trouble for the arguments of sections 4 and 5.

The most important fact about the Tarskian schema is that it is a schema. It is not a sentence of an object language, and it is not a sentence of a metalanguage either. It is a sentence frame, which describes the form of certain metalinguistic sentences, namely those biconditionals whose left sides are applications of the truth predicate to a proposition (or an object language sentence) and whose right sides are sentences of the metalanguage that express that proposition (or translations into the metalanguage of the

object language sentence named on the left side). Tarski emphasizes this point himself:

It should be emphasized that neither the expression (T) itself (which is not a sentence, but only a schema of a sentence) nor any particular instance of the form (T) can be regarded as a definition of truth. (Tarski, 1944, p. 344)

The second most important fact about the Tarskian schema is the convention Tarski associates with it: Any adequate theory of truth must have all the (grounded) instances of the schema as theorems. With the convention in mind, we can ask whether an adequate theory of truth should have any theorems that are not in the deductive closure of the collection of instances of the Tarskian schema. Disquotationalists think it should not, and their opponents think it should. To put it slightly differently, disquotationalists believe the (deductive closure of the) class of instances of the schema is itself an adequate theory of truth, and their opponents think it is too weak.

On this way of looking at the debate, disquotationalists are committed to neither the view that truth is definable disquotationally nor the view that the schema ‘p is true iff p’ is a definition (or even a theory) of truth. They are free to deny that the schema is a definition, and they are free to deny that the set of its instances defines a “concept” or “property” of truth rather than just fixing the use of a certain metalinguistic predicate. They could even maintain that the truth predicate is strictly meaningless, if the meaningfulness of a predicate requires that it denote a real property (as assumption A2 says it does).

What goes for the Tarskian schema can go just as well for the schematic “definitions” of herboverdancy, imperialness, and their ilk. They are not definitions, but mere schemata useful in fixing the uses of certain metalinguistic predicates. This interpretation of the schemata would undermine the arguments of Sections 4 and 5 in two ways.

First, when we deny that the schematic “definitions” of herboverdancy, imperialness, and their ilk are real definitions, we leave open the question whether there really are any such properties. But if it is an open question whether there is any such property as herboverdancy (for example), then it is also an open question whether there is any such self-effacing property as herboverdancy. What isn’t a property can’t be a self-effacing property.

Second, even if there are properties like herboverdancy, imperialness and the rest, their schematic treatment would not show that they are self-effacing. To show that a property is self-effacing, it is necessary to give it a definition whose definiens does not refer to it. Unless the schematic “definitions” above are real definitions, we have not shown how to define the properties without referring to them.

It is important to notice, however, that these problems also affect the argument for truth’s self-effacingness. That argument also turns on the view that ‘p is true iff p’ is a definition. But when we see it as a mere schema, and not a definition, it can no longer establish that truth is definable without referring to it. The argument would not establish that truth is a self-effacing property at all, much less the one and only one.
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	p
	pj

	All birds fly.
	All Roman citizens who are birds fly.

	Some birds fly.
	Some Roman citizens who are birds fly.

	Jack went up the hill.
	Julius Caesar went up Julius Caesar.

	All Roman citizens are happy.
	All Roman citizens who are Roman citizens are happy.

	Julius Caesar is Roman.
	Julius Caesar is Roman.

	McGinn is Roman.
	Julius Caesar is Roman.


Table 1: Various propositions p and the corresponding propositions pj
� “... let us agree that ‘true’ really does express a property, just as much as any other  meaningful predicate expresses a property.”
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