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Abstract
In recent years, a variety of philosophers have argued that the fundamental bearers 
of representational properties like truth are concrete particulars produced by cogni-
tive agents–representational vehicles (“RVs”), as I will call them. This view appar-
ently conflicts with other judgments that are part of our common sense understand-
ing of truth. For instance, it is plausible that there are truths about the Milky Way 
that have and never will never be articulated by anyone. Whatever these truths are, it 
looks like they cannot be RVs, because an RV is articulated just in case it exists. In 
this paper, I argue that it is consistent to hold that the fundamental truth-bearers are 
representational vehicles, while also acknowledging the existence of unarticulated 
truths. I argue that truth is a property that derivatively holds of kinds of RVs, that 
these provide the basis for our judgments that there are unarticulated truths, and I 
defend the view against putative counter-examples.

Keywords  Truth · Truth bearer · Propositions

1  Introduction

There is a tension implicit in the common-sense platitudes that characterize truth. 
On the one hand, we have ideas like the following:

(1)	 Truth is the correspondence of a thought with its object. (see Aquinas 1952, 
Descartes 1991 AT II:597, Kant 1998 A58/B82)

(2)	 To say of what is that it is, is true. (Aristotle Metaphysics 2016 1011b25)

The picture suggested by these claims is that truth is fundamentally a property of 
representational vehicles, e.g. thoughts or acts of saying. By “representational 
vehicles” (“RVs,” for short) I mean concrete particulars with semantic properties, 
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produced by some cognitive agent at a particular time.1 I will leave the notion some-
what vague, hoping that examples—utterances, belief states—are a sufficient guide 
for now. I will call the thesis that the fundamental truth-bearers are token representa-
tional vehicles the RV-First view.

On the other hand, it is quite natural to talk as if truth is utterly independent of 
any representing vehicle. This is the perspective we take when we say something 
like (3):

(3)	 There are truths about the Milky Way that have never and will never be articu-
lated by anyone.

(3) is prima facie incompatible with the view that truth is fundamentally a property 
of representational vehicles. No representational vehicles could be the “truths” that 
count as witnesses for the generalization in (3). On the most natural understanding 
of “articulation” applicable to representational vehicles, a representational vehicle is 
articulated just in case it is produced or brought into existence. But according to this 
reading, (3) would incoherently suppose there are representational vehicles that are 
unproduced. Rather (3) seems to be talking about a class of truths that are not rep-
resentational vehicles, and, moreover, what it says is intuitively plausible. Probably 
there are objects in the Milky way that no one has or will ever think or talk about—
but how could there fail to be truths about what those objects are like2?

How should this tension be resolved3? One promising line of thought goes as fol-
lows: the fundamental truth-bearers are particular RVs, but other things can have 
truth-values in a derivative sense; in particular, we can group RVs into kinds and 
derivatively characterize those kinds as true or false. This line of thought meshes well 
with the recent trend in the propositions literature to analyze propositions as kinds or 
abstract groupings of more fundamental, concrete representational things. I take Soa-
mes (2014), Hanks (2011, 2013), and Grzankowski and Buchanan (2019) as repre-
sentatives of this approach.4 If we posit kinds of RVs and suppose that they are truth-
bearers in a derivative sense, then it is plausible that we can accept both (3) and the 

2  One finds perhaps the purest expression of this perspective in Frege: “What I acknowledge as true, I 
judge to be true quite apart from my acknowledging it’s truth or even thinking about it. That someone 
thinks it has nothing to do with the truth of a thought” (1997 p. 342). One plausible reaction to (3), 
championed by Frege among others, is to see it as supporting the view that the fundamental truth-bearers 
are members of a sui generis ontological category—propositions or Gedanken—that are “abstract” Hoff-
man and Rosenkrantz’s (2005) sense.
3  Historically, many philosophers have favored a theological solution: there is a divine mind that neces-
sarily exists and supplies vehicles for the truths that would otherwise appear to lack them Augustine 
(2010 p. 395) and Leibniz (1714) even offer arguments for the existence of God on the basis that neces-
sary truths must subsist in a necessarily existing substance.
4  Tyler Burge expresses a similar point of view, though not in the service of developing a detailed theory 
of propositional content (see 2010 p. 37–42 and 2019 p. 45). Jeff King’s account of propositions is also a 
core example of an attempt to ground the existence and truth-conditions of propositions in the activities 
of real cognitive agents. However, on King’s view propositions are not types that are instantiated in par-
ticular representations; they are a special sort of existentially quantified fact.

1  I mean concrete in the sense isolated by Hoffman and Rosenkrantz (2005). Even if mental states are 
modes of Cartesian souls, they will count as concrete on this understanding.
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RV-First View. For there is good reason to think that there are many true RV-kinds that 
are never instantiated, and these can serve as witnesses for the generalization in (3).5

Of course, the merits of this line of thought really rest on the account it gives 
of what it is for an RV-kind to be true. In this paper, I will be considering and the 
exploring the consequences of one such account:

D: For an RV-kind x to be true is for x to be such that, were it instantiated, its 
instances would be true.

I take this to be the most intuitive and simple way of characterizing what it is for an 
RV-kind to be true.

In Sect. 1, I introduce D and explain the sense in which I take it to define truth 
as a derivative property of RV-kinds. In Sect. 2, I introduce a crucial distinction for 
RV-kinds between being true-at a possible world vs. being true-in a possible world. 
In Sect. 3, I develop what I take to be the strongest putative counter-examples to D 
and argue that they fail.

2 � Truth and RV‑kinds

It will be helpful as a preliminary to situate my project with respect to debates about 
the nature of propositions. If we take a broadly “abstractionist” approach to propo-
sitions, according to which they are essentially kinds, types, or reified equivalence 
classes of token RV’s, then it is natural to think that what I am calling RV-kinds just 
are propositions. I do not object to this interpretation but neither do I insist on it—for 
two reasons. First, the puzzle raised by (3) is a problem for any RV-First view, and I 
aim to provide a defense of the RV-First perspective that is maximally general. So I 
do not want to make assumptions about RV-kinds that would privilege one particular 
account of propositions over another. Second, my own view is that there is no parti-
tion of token RV’s into equivalence classes that uniquely deserves to be called the 
partition according to sameness of content. So, for any RV token, there may be multi-
ple kinds that are equally good candidates for the proposition expressed by that token.

That said—for the purposes of making things concrete, it will by helpful to adopt 
Hanks’ view when discussing particular examples. For Hanks, the relevant RV-kinds 
are complex action types, the instances of which are dated particular acts of predi-
cation. Particular assertions are paradigm cases of “predications” in Hank’s sense. 
Since, for Hanks, declarative mood conventionally encodes predication, by uttering 

5  I should mention that Soames makes some remarks that suggest an alternative strategy for dissolving 
this puzzle. In the context of considering whether there really are enough cognitive-act types to play the 
role of all the propositions we are prepared to accept as true, he claims that propositions do not need 
to exist in order to be true (2014 p. 103). For some properties, he suggests, an individual can have that 
property without existing—for instance, Socrates has the property of being admired, though he does not 
exist (see also Salmon 1987). Truth is a property like this. In the present context, we could adopt Soa-
mes’ strategy and say that the truths about the Milky Way quantified over in (3) are particular RVs that 
are true but do not exist. Frankly, I find this to be a non-starter—on the understanding of “exist” at issue, 
I feel compelled to deny that there is anything that does not exist. There are more ontologically plausible 
interpretations of the examples Soames gives, in my view.
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literally a declarative natural language sentence one thereby makes an assertion. So 
my producing the following token sentence constitutes a token predication:

(4) Magnus Carlsen is clever.

 By producing this token, I assert that Magnus Carlsen is clever. This is an instantia-
tion of an action type that Hanks represents in the following way:

(5) |- < Magnus Carlsen, clever > 

 This is the sort of action that consists in (a) referring to Magnus Carlsen (via the 
name “Magnus Carlsen”), (b) expressing the property of being clever, and (c) predi-
cating the property expressed of the object referred to. For the purposes of thinking 
through my examples of RV-tokens and RV–kinds, it will be fine to understand them 
on the model of (4) and (5). However, I will often (sloppily, from Hanks’ perspec-
tive) simply treat token natural language sentences themselves as RV-tokens, rather 
than the token actions that consist in uttering them.

One key consequence of Hanks’ account is that RV-kinds essentially mark out 
token representations that have the same truth-conditions: necessarily, any token 
predication that instantiates (5) will be true if and only if Magnus Carlsen is clever, 
because any such token is a predication of cleverness of Magnus Carlsen. This con-
sequence—that RV-kinds rigidly pick out tokens that form an equivalence class with 
respect to their truth-conditions—is a necessary feature of anything that counts as an 
RV-kind, as I am using the term.

In the arguments I will help myself to the following schematic principles, where 
“p” is to be replaced by any declarative English sentence:

Referring to RV-Kinds 

Expressions of the form “The claim that p” refer to RV-kinds.

Rule of thumb condition for kind membership

A token of a sentence p will generally be a member of the kind referred to by 
tokens of the expression “the claim that p.”

The Referring principle expresses my view that, when we speak about “claims” or 
“statements” in abstraction from any particular event of claiming or stating, we are 
referring to RV-kinds. The Rule of Thumb Condition provides a bridge between talk-
ing about particular RVs and talking about the kinds they instantiate. There are obvi-
ously cases in which this Rule of Thumb fails. For instance, the claim that I am 
hungry is not a claim that LeBron James might make by uttering the sentence “I am 
hungry.”6 Since claims are meant to track (at minimum) sameness of truth-condi-
tions, to the extent that a sentence type has context dependent truth-conditions, not 
all tokens of that sentence will be instances of the same claim. I will not offer a gen-
eral theory of the conditions under which two RV’s should be counted as instances 

6  At any rate, the sense of “claim” according to which all tokens of “I am hungry” express the same 
claim does not out an RV-kind that has a truth-value.
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of the same claim.7 However, all the cases in which I apply the Rule of Thumb—
jumping from an RV-token to the kind it instantiates—are in conformity with ordi-
nary-language usages of “the claim that p” and should be uncontroversial.

As I announced in the introduction, I propose to define truth as a property of RV-
kinds, in the following way:

D: for an RV-kind x to be true is for x to be such that, were x instantiated, x’s 
instances would be true.

I intend this as a real definition of truth as property of RV-kinds: a statement of 
what it is for an RV-kind to be true. Hanks explicitly endorses D in his explanation 
of the manner in which cognitive act-types inherit truth-conditions from cognitive 
act tokens (2013 p. 568); a good case can be made that it follows from Soames’ 
commitments as well.8 The counterfactual conditional in D should be understood in 
terms of the Lewis-Stalnaker semantics: in all of the words that are relevantly simi-
lar to our own, if x is instantiated at those worlds, then x’s instances are true in those 
worlds. A world is “relevantly similar” to our own, roughly, if and only if it differs at 
most in the existence of a token expression of the relevant RV-kind.9

I propose that the “truths” that serve as witnesses for the generalization in (3) are 
RV-kinds. For, it is highly plausible that (3)’ is true, and (3)’ posits RV-kinds that, 
given D, make the generalization in (3) true:

(3)’ There are RV-kinds that (a) are about the Milky Way that (b) have never 
and will never be articulated by anyone and (c) are such that were they 
tokened, their tokens would be true.

7  Indeed, I am skeptical there is a single theory adequate to all purposes for which we use words like 
“claim” or “statement.”.
8  Strictly, Soames says that a true proposition (cognitive act-type) is true in virtue of the fact that it 
represents things as being certain way and things are that way (Soames 2014 p. 96). But a proposition p 
represents things as being a certain way virtue of the fact that “all conceivable instances” of p represent 
things as being that way (ibid p. 96). In lieu of positing an ontology of “merely conceivable instances,” 
this claim seems appropriately paraphrased as: a proposition p represents things as being a certain way 
in virtue of the fact that, were it to be instantiated, its instantiations would represent things as being that 
way. If this paraphrase is fair, then, since a token cognitive act is likewise true in virtue of representing 
things as they are, Soames’ characterization of truth for propositions, plausibly, can be partially reduced 
to the following: a proposition (cognitive act-type) is true in virtue of the fact that, were it to be instanti-
ated, its instantiations would be true.
9  One might doubt that this is coherent: surely two worlds cannot differ solely in the fact that in one 
world includes a token representation that the other does not. This is correct, but I do not think it raises 
any special problems for understanding D. We can say that a world v differs from the actual world at 
most in the existence of token t if all the facts that distinguish v from our world are: (a) constitutive of 
the existence of t or (b) entirely grounded by the fact that t exists combined with facts hold in the actual 
world. So, for example, if we consider a world z in which a token representation s exists that does not 
exist in the actual world, there are some differences between z and the actual world that are compat-
ible with z differing from the actual world at most in the existence of s: for instance, z will contain all 
s’s parts, which the actual world may not contain; and z will be such that s exists and there are horses, 
whereas that conjunctive fact does not hold of the actual world. These latter facts are, respectively, (a) 
constitutive of the existence of s and (b) entirely grounded by the fact that s exists combined with a fact 
that holds in the actual world (there are horses).
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For instance, I think the claim consisting of the claim that the Milky Way is a gal-
axy conjoined with itself twenty thousand times is (a) about the Milky Way, (b) has 
never and will never be tokened, and (c) is such that, were it to be tokened, its tokens 
would be true. I take it that (a) and (b) are prima facie plausible, but I will spell out 
the reasoning for (c). Let’s call the claim consisting of the claim that the Milky Way 
is a galaxy conjoined with itself twenty thousand times c. Take an arbitrary world 
x that differs from the actual world at most in that c is instantiated. In x the Milky 
Way is a galaxy, for otherwise x would differ drastically from the actual world, con-
trary to hypothesis. Now suppose that c is tokened in x. Necessarily, if something 
is a token of c it is true if and only if the Milky Way is a galaxy—because all such 
tokens consist of a conjunction each of the elements of which is true if and only if 
the Milky Way is a galaxy. Therefore, since x is a world in which the Milky Way is a 
galaxy, x is a world in which c’s token is true. Since x was an arbitrary world, we can 
conclude that c is such that, in all the worlds that differ at most from the actual world 
in that c is instantiated, c’s tokens are true. This proves (c), on the intended Lewis-
Stalnaker understanding of the counterfactual.

(3)’ is consistent with the RV-first view. Since (3)’ in combination with D implies 
(3), and D is a principle RV-first theorists should be happy to accept, this amounts to 
showing that (3) is consistent with the RV-first view.

Does D characterize RV-kinds as true in a derivative, rather than fundamental, 
sense? One might object to this along the following lines. Trenton Merricks character-
izes a “fundamental truth bearer” as an object that (a) has a truth-value and (b) is such 
that its possessing that truth-value is not (even partially) analyzed in terms of its being 
related to another object that has a truth value (2015 p. 22). This definition suggests 
that some RV-kinds might be fundamental truth-bearers. Consider one of the RV-kinds 
about the Milky Way that serves as a witness for (3)’ above: call it a. By hypothesis, a 
is true and has never been tokened. The analysis I would give of a’s being true is that 
a is such that, if it were tokened, its tokens would be true. But this analysis does not 
mention some distinct object, standing in a relation to a, that is actually true—it just 
ascribes a modal property to a. So it seems that, according to Merrick’s characteriza-
tion of what makes a truth-bearer fundamental, a should count as a fundamental truth 
bearer. Since a is not an RV-token, this result is inconsistent with the RV-first view.

However, I think that my definition of truth for RV-kinds still marks them as 
derivative truth-bearers in a recognizable sense, even if that sense is not Merricks’. 
They are derivative truth-bearers in the sense that, in the statement of what it is for 
an RV-kind to be true, truth is predicated of another sort of thing. Truth as property 
of RV-tokens is “prior in definition” to truth as a property of RV-kinds.10 A strong 
way of putting it is that, on my view, a truth-predicate for RV-kinds is eliminable—
we could just as well talk about RV-kinds that could have true tokens, rather than 
true RV-kinds. The fact stated by (6) reduces to that stated by (7):

10  I have heard the following objection about D: D explains the truth of RV-kinds in terms of the truth 
of possible RV tokens. But surely this is problematic from the RV-first perspective: merely possible RV-
tokens are not actual concrete RV’s. If we need to posit merely possible RV-tokens to explain full story 
about truth, then it is just false that concrete RVs are the fundamental truth-bearers. This line of thought 
is misleading. Plausibly, the sense in which D quantifies over “possible tokens” is ontologically non-
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(6) The claim that Shakespeare wrote plays is true.

(7) If the claim that Shakespeare wrote plays were tokened, its tokens would be 
true.

 Does this mean that strictly speaking the property of truth does not apply to RV-
kinds? Grzankowsi and Buchanan (2019) recommend this position. But if we accept 
that no RV-kind is really true then my proposed analysis of (3) fails—and, anyway, 
I do not find the view well motivated. There is an intelligible reason why we extend 
our concept of truth to RV-kinds, even if what it is for a RV-token to be true is not 
exactly what is for an RV-kind to be true. This is an instance of a pattern that is 
utterly general regarding the ascription of properties to kinds. For an individual car 
to be red is (very roughly) for the parts on its exterior to reflect certain wavelengths 
of light. A type of car, e.g. the 1998 Dodge Viper Red, can also be red, but it cannot 
be red in exactly the same way. (In order to reflect light an object has to be located 
somewhere in space, but a part of a type of car, e.g. the hood of the 1998 Dodge 
Viper Red, is not located anywhere). Ascribing truth to RV-kinds is no more illegiti-
mate than ascribing colors to kinds of material objects.11

Perhaps from a metaphysically rigorous point of view, we should say that truth 
as property of RV-kinds is distinct from truth as a property of RV-tokens, because 
the real definition of the former cannot apply to the latter. But all the same, natural 
language truth-predicates can be correctly applied (without straightforward ambigu-
ity) to both RV-tokens and RV-kinds. This is what matters, from my perspective, 
because this is what allows me to say that (3) says something correct. In ordinary 
usage, some RV-kinds really are true.

3 � Truth‑in a world vs. truth‑at a world

Is D correct about what it is for an RV-kind to be true? If we limit our attention to 
RV-kinds that actually are instantiated, D predicts that these RV-kinds are true if 
and only if all of their tokens are true. This seems to track our intuitions about what 
claims are true. For RV-kinds as well as RV-tokens, one of the primary functions of 

11  See Hanks 2016 for a similar argument.

committal. With many philosophers, I reject the Barcan Formula, and so reject the inference from, e.g., 
“There might have existed a cake I baked yesterday” to “There exists something that could have been 
a cake I baked yesterday.” For the same reasons, I would object to an interpretation of D according to 
which it is committed to the existence of things that could be RV-tokens. Or to the existence of non-
actual “merely possible things,” which I regard as a confused idea (see Williamson 2013 p.22–23). (Of 
course, some philosophers have argued for the Barcan formula and the view that ontology is necessary 
(see Williamson 2010, 2013; Fritz and Goodman 2017). My sense is that this remains a minority posi-
tion, and the issues it raises are mostly orthogonal to my present concerns.) D ascribes a modal prop-
erty to an RV-kind; the property will be modeled in a possible-worlds semantics framework by means of 
individuals inhabiting alternative possible worlds, but I am agnostic about the ontological commitments 
involved in such modeling (see Stalnaker 2012 p.22–51 for an “actualist” take on these matters). So it is 
somewhat misleading to say, as I do, that, in D, “truth is predicated of another sort of thing”—there are 
no things (possible tokens) such that D ascribes truth to them. The important point is that truth as a prop-
erty of RV-kinds is a complex modal property, the nature of which is made intelligible in terms of truth 
as property of RV-tokens. (Thanks to Bill Melanson for pressing me on these issues.).

Footnote 10 (continued)
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the concept of truth is to license “disquotational” inferences. For instance, consider 
the following schemata where “p” is to be replaced by some English sentence.

(8) The claim that p is true (8)’ p
(9) p (9)’ The claim that p is true

In many ordinary cases, the token instantiated in line (9) or (8)’ will be an 
instance of the claim that that is referred to in line (8) or (9)’. When this holds, the 
inference is a good one.

(10) The claim that there are no unicorns is true (10)’ There are no unicorns
(11) There are no unicorns (11)’ The claim that there are no unicorns is true

When we know that a given RV-kind is true, we can be confident in endorsing a 
particular instantiation of it. If these sorts of inferences were not in general valid, 
it is difficult to see what the purpose of extending the concept of truth to RV-kinds 
would be. But in order for these inferences to be valid, it must be the case that, for 
any instantiated RV-kind x, x is true if and only if all its instantiations are true. Oth-
erwise the argument schemata above might take one from a truth to a falsehood. So, 
if there are counterexamples to D, they will not be found among actually instantiated 
RV-kinds: there are no true claims that are instantiated in untrue acts of claiming, 
or true acts of claiming untrue claims.12 The potentially controversial cases concern 
untokened RV-kinds.

Before we turn to that however, it will be instructive to consider an objection to 
the effect that the definition does not hold of necessity, even if it is extensionally 
correct. Consider the RV-kind instantiated by (12):

(12) No RV-tokens exist.

 (12) suggests the following argument. Consider a possible world w in which no RV-
tokens exist. In w, the RV-kind instantiated by (12)—the claim that no RV-tokens 
exist—is true. But, in w, it is not the case that if the RV-kind instantiated by (12) 

12  One might think that there are examples of claims for which this does not hold. In my view this 
reflects the fact that, in ordinary language, we are promiscuous about what sorts of equivalence classes 
we want to pick out with the word “claim.” There is an intuitive sense in which two people who say “I’m 
hungry” have made the same claim, though their particular acts of claiming might have different truth 
values. One the other hand, it would be strange to talk of the single claim that both of these people made 
as having one truth-value—which tends to confirm D. Some cases are a bit trickier, for instance, cases 
where “claim” seems to pick out a temporal proposition: e.g. “the claim that China’s growth is slowing is 
true now, but it was false when economists put it forward in 1990.” This example suggests that the claim 
that China’s growth is slowing is true but it was tokened falsely in 1990. This is not inconsistent with D 
on its own, but inconsistency will arise if we add some natural assumptions, i.e. that the tokens expres-
sions from 1990 have not changed their truth-value. There are a variety of ways a defender of D could 
deal with this issue, but, since the details are not entirely pertinent to my present concerns, I will leave 
them for another time. (It seems promising to me to suggest that, since timeless truth is more fundamen-
tal than time relative truth, the sort of RV-kinds that count as the paradigm case for the application of the 
truth-predicate to RV-kinds will be timelessly true.).
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were tokened, those tokens would be true. In all the closest possible worlds to w in 
which an RV-token x instantiates the claim that no RV-tokens exist, x is false—it 
falsifies itself. Therefore w is a world in which the RV-kind instantiated by (12) is 
true, but it is not the case that, were that kind tokened, its tokens would be true. This 
implies that the proposed definition does not hold of necessity.

To my mind, this argument goes wrong in its first step: inferring from the fact 
that, in w, no RV-tokens exist, that, in w, the claim that no RV-tokens exist is true. 
We need to introduce a distinction, for RV-kinds, between being true-at a world ver-
sus being true-in a world.

The truth-at/truth-in a world distinction distinguishes between what can truly be 
said, in our actual circumstances, of various counterfactual circumstances, versus 
what could be truly said in those counterfactual circumstances, if they obtained.13 If 
we predicate truth of contingent objects like RV-tokens, there is no avoiding such a 
distinction, and (12) illustrates this nicely. Assuming that RV-tokens are contingent 
beings, there are possible worlds in which no RV-tokens exist. Call the class of such 
worlds G. (12) correctly describes the worlds in G—it is “true-at” those worlds. But 
none of the worlds in G is such that, were they actual (12) would have the property 
of being true. For (12) can only be true if it exists (and is an RV-token), but all of the 
worlds in G are such that, were they actual, no RV-tokens would exist at all. This is 
the sense in which (12) fails to be true-in the members of G.

If we extend the truth-at/truth-in distinction to RV-kinds we will be able to block 
the argument above right at the beginning. For the argument proceeded in the fol-
lowing way:

(a)	 w is a world in which there are no RV-tokens.
(b)	 w is a world in which the claim that there are no RV-tokens is true.

But this in effect assumes there is no substantive truth-at/truth-in distinction for 
RV-kinds. If there is such a distinction, there is no guarantee that a world that can 
be characterized by means of an RV-kind p will be a world in which p is true. This 
distinction can be used to explain the invalidity of the analogous inference for the 
case of sentence tokens:

	(a)’	 w is a world in which there are no RV-tokens.
	(b)’	 w is a world in which tokens of the English sentence “There are no RV-tokens” 

are true.

Is there a substantive truth-at/truth-in distinction applicable to claims, in addi-
tion to sentences types or concrete tokens? Here is an argument that there is not: in 
general, it seems that an object is true-in a world if and only if it is true-of that world 
and it exists there (with its actual semantic properties). So, for truth-bearers that 

13  This follows Williamson’s formulation in (2013 p. 297), though he speaks of “truth of” not “truth-at”. 
One can find similar presentations of the distinction in Mates (1970), Fine (1985), Davies and Humber-
stone (1980) and Stalnaker (2011). The distinction is sometimes credited to the fourteenth Century phi-
losopher Jean Buridan, who gives a lucid presentation of it in his Sophismata (1966).
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exist contingently, it makes sense to mark the truth-at/truth-in distinction, because 
they may not exist in every world where their descriptive conditions are met. But if 
we assume (for the moment) that RV-kinds exist necessarily, the distinction would 
be idle because RV-kinds would be true-in all and only the worlds they are true-at.

I am not sure if RV-kinds really are necessary existents, but, even assuming they 
are, I think this argument should be resisted. We do not arrive at the truth-in relation 
via deriving it from the truth-at relation plus existence. Rather, truth-in is the result 
of translating talk of “what would be true” into a framework where we explicitly 
refer to and quantify over possible situations. To say that x is true-in a possible situ-
ation y is just to say that, were y realized, x would have the property truth. So the 
question at hand is: if w were realized, would the claim that there are no RV-kinds 
be true? I say no, on the grounds that, even if w were realized, that claim would not 
be such that, were it to be tokened, its tokens would be true. This is a somewhat the-
ory-driven response, but in the present context I do not think it begs the question.14

I propose then, that there is a substantive truth-at/truth-in distinction for RV-kinds 
that we can characterize as follows:

An RV-kind x is true-at a world w iff x is such that, were it tokened, its tokens 
would be true-at w.
An RV-kind x is true-in a world w iff, were w realized, then x would be true.

With this distinction in hand we can unravel the problem for D raised by (12). 
When we consider the world w in which there are no RV-tokens, we are considering 
a world at which the claim that there are no RV-tokens is true. But if we take seri-
ously the truth-at/truth-in distinction, this does not necessarily imply that, in w, the 
claim that there are no RV-tokens is true. If this inference is blocked, then w cannot 
be put forward as an example in which D fails to hold.

4 � Counterexamples?

The strongest arguments that might be marshaled to show that D has extensional 
counterexamples also fail, I think, for similar reasons. The arguments I have in mind 
try to show that there is an RV-kind that accurately describes our world but would 
not have true tokens if tokened (or misdescribes our world but would have true 
tokens if tokened). For instance, take some true RV-kind p that is never tokened, and 
consider the following schematically described RV-kinds:

Never-p	� The RV-kind consisting of the conjunction of p and the claim that p 
is not tokened.

14  I do not think there is much hope of giving a non-theory-driven account of the inference from (a) to 
(b)—commonsense thinking about truth does not seem to provide us with a neutral verdict that is stable. 
The transition between (a) and (b) is natural enough, but I expect many would be uneasy endorsing struc-
turally similar inferences, i.e. there are no claims, therefore, the claim that there are no claims is true.
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Sometime-p	�  The RV-kind consisting of the conjunction of p and the claim that p 
is tokened sometime.

Here is an argument that Never-p is true. By hypothesis p is true and untokened. 
(Since I believe there are infinitely many untokened true RV-kinds, I have no reason 
to object here.) Never-p is a conjunction of two claims. The first is p, which is true 
by hypothesis; the second is the claim that p is not tokened, which is also true by 
hypothesis. So Never-p is a conjunction of two true claims, and is, therefore, true. 
But Never-p is not such that, were it tokened, its tokens would be true. Any token 
of Never-p has a token of p as a part, so any world in which Never-p is tokened 
is a world in which p is tokened. And therefore, in any world in which Never-p is 
tokened, its tokens are false, because their second conjunct is false. So Never-p is a 
counterexample to D. The argument is parallel with Sometime-p, though the conclu-
sion is perhaps more disturbing: Sometime-p is false, but D counts it as true.

Never-p actually raises two different (though related) problems for D. First, these 
cases show that D is inconsistent with supposing that that RV-kinds form a Boolean 
algebra. It can be that two claims x and y are individually such that, were they 
tokened, their tokens would be true, but the conjunction [x and y] is not such that, 
were it tokened, its tokens would be true. So if D is correct, not every conjunction of 
true claims is itself true. Second, Never-p shows us an example of an RV-kind that 
says of itself, in effect, that it is not instantiated, and that D therefore must count as 
not true even if what it says is, apparently, the case.

The second problem is, in my view, the deeper one. The first problem can be ade-
quately addressed by replacing D with a recursive definition of truth for RV-kinds 
based on their composition.15 For example:

An atomic RV-kind x is true iff x is such that, were it instantiated, its tokens 
would be true.
An RV-kind of the form ~x is true iff x is not true.16

An RV-kind of the form x ∧ y is true iff x is true and y is true.
…

I do not pursue this sort of response in detail for a couple of reasons. First, to 
develop such an account I would need to endorse a particular theory of RV-kind 
structure. This would violate my aim to give a defense of the RV-First view that is 
maximally general and depends on no special assumptions about RV-kinds—includ-
ing that they are structured. I am not sure there is a unique notion of “structure” that 
applies uniformly to all schemes of classification that count as marking RV-kinds. 
More importantly, although this solution would disarm Never-p and Sometime-p, it 
would leave the general issue they raise—the second problem—untouched. There 
are other plausible cases of claims that characterize themselves as uninstantiated. In 
fact, if we develop a theory of RV-kind structure that recapitulates the structure of 
First-Order Logic, we will likely be able to prove the existence of such RV-kinds via 
diagonalization.

15  Thanks to Ryan Simonelli for suggesting this approach to me.
16  Of course, this will need to be adjusted if we want to include RV-kinds that are neither true nor false.
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So let us take the second problem head on. I think that are grounds from within 
common sense for taking Never-p to be false (or at the very least not true). For 
the following seems to me to be a platitude: a true claim is something that can be 
truly claimed. And, on this score, Never-p fails—it is a claim that, in principle, can 
only ever be claimed falsely. As a representation, it is self-undermining. Looking 
at Never-p from this perspective, it does not seem to stretch ordinary intuitions to 
count it as false, and I propose we accept this verdict. The case of Never-p is a bit 
odd, but I do not think that common sense provides us with dispositive reasons for 
thinking that it is true.

The really significant reason in favor of judging Never-p to be true derives not 
from common sense but from logical theory. One might plausibly object: to sup-
pose that a conjunction of two truths can be false involves a radical revision of clas-
sical semantics and would seem to imperil the validity of rules like Conjunction-
Introduction. On reflection, though, I think accepting that RV-kinds do not form a 
Boolean algebra with respect to their truth-values raises no deep logical problems. 
This would be problematic if we wanted a logic of RV-kinds, i.e. if we thought that 
RV-kinds were the sort of thing that fundamentally stand in relations like logical 
implication. (If we are thinking of RV-kinds as propositions, and take propositions 
to have a central role in logic, this point of view is understandable.) However, from 
the RV-first perspective it is not obvious that a logic of RV-kinds is something we 
need.

It is natural to think that the properties of interest to the logician—roughly, prop-
erties that underlie truth-preservation due to logical form—are instantiated by the 
fundamental truth-bearers. For the RV-First Proponent, then, it is natural to think 
that logic is about token RVs (studied at a level of abstraction), since these are 
what fundamentally have truth-values. So the fact that RV-kinds do not form a 
Boolean algebra, does not imply that the RV-first theorist denies, e.g., Conjunc-
tion-Introduction. From the RV-First perspective, it is not obvious that rules like 
Conjunction-Introduction are properly applied to RV-kinds, because these are not 
fundamentally the constituents of arguments—RV-tokens are.17 And it is consist-
ent with D to suppose that, necessarily, the set of RV-tokens is a Boolean algebra: 
necessarily, every token conjunction is true iff each of its conjuncts is true, and so 
on. This is the natural way to understand clauses for conjunction, disjunction, and 
negation in truth-conditional semantic theories if we understand them as issuing 
lawful universal generalizations about token RVs based on their structure. So the 
fundamental truth-bearers can still conform to Boolean operations on the RV-first 
view I am sketching.

Moreover, even though RV-kinds do not form a Boolean algebra with respect to 
their truth-values, there is a property in the vicinity with respect to which they do 
form a Boolean algebra: whether or not they are true-at the actual world. Although 
a conjunctive claim composed of two true conjuncts may not always be true, a 

17  There are substantial questions about what a logic for token expressions would actually look like. For 
some suggestions see Klima (2004), Radulescu (2018).
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conjunctive claim composed of two claims that are both true at w will always be true 
at w.18 Indeed, what is particularly strange about Never-p is that, although it is false, 
it is true-at the actual world. It stands in relation to the actual word that (12) stands 
to w in the example above. Its descriptive conditions are satisfied by the actual 
world, but that does not—I am suggesting—make it true. With this in mind, we can 
see that the argument above goes wrong by ignoring the truth-at/truth-in distinc-
tion. The actual world satisfies the descriptive condition encoded by Never-p (i.e. 
it is true-at the actual world), but, given the truth-at/truth-in distinction, that does 
not imply that it is true. When we compute a truth-value for Never-p on the basis of 
Boolean conjunction, we are applying a rule that applies not to its truth-value, but 
rather to its status as truth-at or not true-at the actual world.19 So the argument goes 
wrong in concluding that Never-p is true based on the fact that it is a conjunction of 
true claims.

Admittedly, these examples like Never-p do bring out a feature of D that is genu-
inely odd. Since, according to D an RV-kind counts as true in virtue of being such 
that, were it tokened, its tokens would be true, untokened RV-kinds count as true, 
not in virtue of describing the world as it is, but in virtue of having tokens that 
would describe the world as it is if the world were otherwise. Since being otherwise 
in this way (i.e. having tokens) can be part of what the RV-kind describes, we can 
potentially get RV-kinds that are false despite describing the world correctly or are 
true despite misdescribing it. This, I submit, is just a consequence we should accept 
if we take seriously that truth is fundamentally a property of token representations. 
RV-kinds are only means of categorizing tokens according to their semantic similar-
ity, and it is only in an extended sense that kinds themselves have truth-values or 
represent anything. Although we can recognize a sense in which Never-p expresses a 
condition that holds of our world, it is an abstraction from (possible) token represen-
tations that can only ever be false.

5 � Conclusion

I began with a puzzle: truth seems to be a property of particular representations, 
but there is pressure within common sense to countenance truths that cannot be 
identified with any particular representation—truths that have not and never will be 
articulated. I have argued that it is compatible with the RV-first view that there are 

18  Supposing, of course, that truth at a world is defined for token sentences in an ordinary way.
19  One might object: this property being true at the actual world is an artifact of possible worlds model 
theory which is itself of dubious metaphysical import; so it is no real consolation to be told that RV-
claims form a Boolean algebra with respect to this artificial property. In fact, although it is convenient 
for expository purposes to work with a possible worlds ontology, the property can be identified without 
talking about possible worlds at all. (Buridan draws the truth-at/truth-in distinction—perhaps invented 
it—without any possible worlds apparatus.) We could instead talk about these RV-kinds having fulfilled 
truth-conditions—keeping in mind that this fails to make them true.
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untokened RV-kinds and that these RV-kinds can be assessed for truth-value in a 
derivative sense, that stated by D: for an RV-kind to be true is for it to be such that, 
were it instantiated, its tokens would be true. I considered putative counterexamples 
to D, but found them to rest on ignoring the truth-at/truth-in distinction and, for that 
reason, argued that they fail. D provides us with a sound principle that allows us 
to maintain that token representational vehicles are the fundamental truth-bearers 
while also recognizing a domain of truths that do not owe their truth to being articu-
lated by anyone.
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