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Abstract
We defend deflationism about truth against a pressing challenge, which is to explain
how deflationists can understand the role that the concept of truth appears to play
in accounts of several other philosophically important concepts. We provide three
strategies that deflationists can employ in response to the specific challenge regarding
assertion that has been raised in several recent articles, viz., that the truth concept
plays an ineliminable explanatory role in an account of assertion. We then show how
to extend our strategies to accounts of other central philosophical concepts, by applying
them to accounts of belief, knowledge, and logical validity. The result is a set of recipes
for deflationists about truth to employ in developing responses to worries that might
be raised about the explanatory role of the truth concept.

Keywords Truth · Deflationism · Explanation · Assertion

1 Introduction

Our aim here is to defend deflationism about truth (henceforth, simply deflationism)
against a pressing challenge regarding how deflationists can understand the role that
the concept of truth appears to play in accounts of other philosophically important
concepts, for example, assertion, belief, knowledge, and logical validity (cf. Jamin
Asay, 2021;Dorit Bar-On&Keith Simmons, 2007/2021;RichardHeck, 2021;Andrew
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Howat, 2018; Simmons, 2018).1 Wedevelop three different strategies that a deflationist
can apply in addressing this issue, focusing initially on the specific challenge pertaining
to the truth concept’s putative role in an adequate account of assertion. After explaining
ways in which deflationists can answer this specific challenge, we indicate how our
responses to it can be extended to similar challenges pertaining to the other concepts
noted above. If we are right, then deflationists have several strategies for responding
to these worries regarding the putative explanatory role of the truth concept.

The plan is as follows. Section 2 lays out our understanding of deflationism
and explains a clarifying three-part distinction, along with a priority thesis holding
between its facets. Section 3 introduces the conceptual challenge to deflationism by
noting a distinction between metaphysical ‘why’-explanations and conceptual ‘what’-
explanations and rehearses some familiar cases where the concept of truth appears to
factor in an account of the ‘what’ of something else. Section 4 turns specifically to
the contention that the concept of truth plays a central role in any adequate account of
what assertion is and introduces a first deflationary strategy for dealing with this chal-
lenge based on an “assertion-first” approach. Section 5 presents a second deflationary
strategy for relating these concepts that views assertion as amenable to substantive
analysis, just in truth-free terms. Section 6 presents a third deflationary strategy for
relating the concepts of truth and assertion in a tighter fashion, Sect. 7 explains how
our deflationary strategies extend to challenges stemming from other concepts, and
Sect. 8 concludes.

2 Deflationism

On our understanding of deflationism, it is a different kind of approach to the topic
of truth from the traditional one because a deflationary account is not actually a the-
ory of truth. Deflationary views are best understood as various theories or accounts
of truth-talk, which is that fragment of discourse that employs the alethic locutions
(centrally, ‘is true’ and ‘is false’), rather than as theories of a property of truth (or
of falsity).2 Deflationists reject the standard assumptions and presuppositions about
truth-talk (and about the truth concept) that generate so-called inflationary theories of
truth (e.g., correspondence theories, coherence theories, pragmatist theories, and prim-
itivist theories), and as a result they resist the traditional move to positing a substantive
truth property. Deflationists instead offer novel understandings of the functioning of
the alethic locutions and of the concepts they express.

1 We leave aside here challenges stemming from alleged connections between the concepts of truth and
meaning. For deflationary responses to these challenges see Armour-Garb and Woodbridge (forthcoming),
Brandom (1994), Field (1994), Horwich (1998b), and Williams (1999).
2 What follows is our take on deflationism, but to see how deflationary theories amount to accounts of
truth-talk, see Armour-Garb and Woodbridge (forthcoming), Brandom (1988, 1994), Devitt (2002), Field
(1994), Grover et al. (1975), Leeds (1978) and Quine (1970/1986). We recognize that other theorists have
different views about what constitutes deflationism. Our hope is that the readers of this paper will appreciate
the merits of the view that we espouse towards this approach to the topic of truth. However, even if someone
does not, everything that we say by way of our defenses of deflationism is compatible with other views of
the approach.
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Truth theorists of any stripewill accept some sort of equivalence between a sentence
(or utterance, proposition, etc.) and an ascription of truth to it, an equivalence expressed
by the instances of the theorist’s preferred version of the “neutral” truth schema,

(TS) [p] is true iff p,

where the square-brackets stand for some unspecified nominalizing/naming device.3

But in contrast with inflationists about truth, who claim that these equivalences are
substantive and hold in virtue of the nature of the truth property attributed by the use of
the truth predicate, deflationists maintain that the instances of (TS) are in some sense
immediate, fundamental or brute. They take the instances of their favored version
of (TS) to be “conceptually basic and explanatorily fundamental” (cf. Paul Horwich,
1998a, p. 21, fn. 4), or direct consequences of how the truth predicate operates, logico-
linguistically.4 Some deflationists (e.g., Hartry Field, 1994) even go so far as to endorse
a kind of meaning (or “cognitive”) equivalence between the left- and right-hand sides
of their favored version of (TS).

The different versions of deflationism are best understood asmeta-theories of truth,
that is, as theories of truth-talk and (derivatively) of the truth concept; they diverge
from one another in the alternative accounts they provide of the operation of the alethic
locutions. But there are common "deflating" themes that unify the many versions of
deflationism.5 One useful way to organize these themes is in terms of a three-part
division, introduced by Bar-On and Simmons (Ibid., pp. 61, 68) and discussed by
Asay (Ibid.), Heck (Ibid.), and Howat (Ibid.), between different facets of deflationism:
metaphysical deflationism, linguistic deflationism, and conceptual deflationism.

Metaphysical deflationism is the thesis that there is no substantive property of truth
expressed by the alethic locution ‘is true’ or determined by the concept of truth. If
deflationists countenance a truth property at all, they take it to be a “thin”, disunified
(or “fragmented”) one, as there is nothing that all of the true things have in common
in virtue of which they all count as true.6 Linguistic deflationism is a general thesis
about the operation and function of the alethic locutions, which is sometimes explained
as holding that these expressions operate merely as formal devices, playing a kind of
logical role, rather than a descriptive one (cf. Field, Ibid.;Horwich, Ibid.; LeonHorsten,
2011). As we would elaborate this thesis, it amounts to the view that the fundamental
linguistic functioning of the truth predicate7 is exhausted by its role in implementing

3 We leave open the interpretation of the name-forming or nominalizing device encoded by the square-
brackets in (TS) in virtue of the different things that various theories take truth-talk to apply to, traditionally
understood in terms of “the bearers of the truth property”. Deflationists reject that traditional understanding,
but different deflationary views still take different things as the “targets” of truth-ascriptions.
4 Cf. Kukla and Winsberg (2015, pp. 29–31).
5 The different versions of deflationism include at least disquotationalism, minimalism, prosententialism,
and redundancy theories.
6 Metaphysical deflationism has frequently been erroneously taken to be the core thesis of deflationism, due
to mistaking deflationism for a theory of truth. By identifying deflationism as a type ofmeta-theory, with the
different versions constituting various theories of truth-talk, we conclude that metaphysical deflationism,
while no doubt a facet of deflationism, is not its core thesis.
7 We use ‘truth predicate’ in a neutral sense. The locution ‘is true’ is recognized as a grammatical predicate,
even by deflationists (e.g., Brandom, 1994; Grover et al., 1975) who reject the thesis that it functions as a
predicate logically. Many theorists even take the sentential-prefix expression ‘it is true that’ to employ a
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a kind of semantic descent, where this notion is generalized to cover a variety of ways
of denominalizing different kinds of nominalizations of content-vehicles,8 thereby
transforming a mention of some content-vehicle into something equivalent to a use
of it (or of its content). Being such a device, when coupled with other resources (e.g.,
ordinary quantifiers), the truth predicate has certain uses that have it provide a natural-
language surrogate for quantification into sentence positions, thereby performing a
special kind of generalizing role. These uses of the truth (and falsity) predicate enable
speakers to express agreement or disagreement with a potentially infinite body of
claims. Finally, conceptual deflationism, as Bar-On and Simmons (Ibid., pp. 61–2)
(and following them, Howat, Ibid.; Asay, Ibid.; Heck, Ibid.) explain it, is the view that
the truth concept is “thin” in the sense that what it takes to grasp that concept is not
much more than a disposition to accept all instances of some version of (TS), or to
accept all of the inferences from a truth-ascription to its target and vice versa, or to
accept their intersubstitutability (in non-opaque contexts). The idea is that the concept
emanates from the roles that the truth predicate plays, which for a deflationist are
merely logical and expressive. As a result, conceptual deflationism maintains that the
truth concept has no explanation in terms of any other concepts, i.e., that it admits of no
complex/reductive analysis, and holds that the truth concept never plays a substantive
role in explanations or accounts of any other concepts. (It is this last point that has
become the focus of certain recent challenges.)

While we take the identification of these facets of deflationism to be clarifying,
we reject Bar-On and Simmons’s (Ibid.) “separation thesis”, according to which they
are both separate and independent of one another. On our understanding, the facets
are ordered in a kind of hierarchy, with linguistic deflationism having priority over
the others. To understand our resistance to the separation thesis, consider what it
would take to violate either metaphysical or conceptual deflationism. A violation of
metaphysical deflationism would involve there being a substantive property of truth,
which would make the truth predicate a means for attributing that property. But this
would amount to the truth predicate functioning to make a substantive description of
something, which is in violation of linguistic deflationism.9 A violation of conceptual
deflationismwould involve the truth concept involvingmore than logical or expressive
aspects, something that would be shown, for example, if it ineliminably factored into
an adequate account of some other concept. But this would make the use of the truth
predicate in a statement of that account serve to express a substantive explanatory
factor, which is more than what linguistic deflationism can allow.

Footnote 7 continued
truth predicate that gets applied to a proposition picked out by the ‘that’-clause formed when the expression
is attached to a sentence, rather than functioning as a truth-operator. (Cf. Horwich, 1998a, pp. 6, 10, 17.) We
should also note that acknowledging roles for truth-locutions beyond the truth predicate (e.g., ‘truth’) and
even recognizing more than one role for the truth predicate is not automatically anti-deflationist, contrary to
what some critics have suggested. (See Simmons, 2018; Howat, 2018, where claiming a role for truth-talk
beyond basic denominalizing is used as an objection at least to Horwich’s Minimalism.)
8 See Azzouni (2018, pp. 481–485), Horwich (1998a, pp. 4-5), and Quine (1970/1986, pp. 10–13).
9 It is also plausible to claim that a violation of metaphysical deflationism would make the truth concept
more substantive than conceptual deflationism would allow, since presumably this substantive property
would fall under that concept. If the property was not attributed by the truth predicate and did not fall under
the truth concept, in what sense could one call it a truth property?
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It follows from these considerations that if either conceptual or metaphysical
deflationism is incorrect, then linguistic deflationism is incorrect. Contraposing (and
assuming that we are not intuitionists), if linguistic deflationism is correct, then so,
too, are conceptual and metaphysical deflationism.10 So linguistic deflationism func-
tions as a sufficient condition for metaphysical and conceptual deflationism, and their
conjunction functions as a necessary condition for linguistic deflationism.1112 Hence,
it seems that one cannot consistently endorse linguistic deflationism while denying
either conceptual or metaphysical deflationism, and, as we claimed above, linguistic
deflationism has a kind of priority over metaphysical and conceptual deflationism. It
is for this reason that we reject any separation thesis and offer our “priority thesis”,
regarding the facets of deflationism.

3 Deflationism and the conceptual challenge

One consequence of our priority thesis is that an argument against either metaphysical
or conceptual deflationism will serve inter alia as an argument against deflationism in
toto, since it will, viamodus tollens, provide a reason for rejecting linguistic deflation-
ism, which is the primary or central thesis of any deflationary view. Thus, deflationists
must answer purported challenges to any of the facets of deflationism. Our aim here
is to respond to certain newer challenges focused specifically on conceptual deflation-
ism.13

As we have seen, conceptual deflationism maintains that the truth concept does not
play any substantive explanatory role. When deflationism first emerged, the original
challenges to it attempted to establish an explanatory role for truth and were directed
primarily at metaphysical deflationism (see, for example, Field, 1986; Kitcher, 2002;
Putnam, 1978).14 As Peter Achinstein (1983), Sylvain Bromberger (1966) and Carl

10 Bar-On and Simmons (2007, pp. 76–77) consider an argument along these lines but reject it in virtue of
a distinction between a language one theorizes about and a language one theorizes in. They hold that it is
possible to have a failure of linguistic deflationism only in the language one theorizes in, while maintaining
linguistic deflationism for the language one theorizes about. What they miss is that a failure of linguistic
deflationism in the former is still a failure of linguistic deflationism in toto, so it seems that their separation
thesis is actually undermined by their own considerations. Asay (2021) also seems to miss this point.
11 Philosophical controversies about properties and about the nature of explanation also suggest that neither
metaphysical nor conceptual deflationism should be taken as the core of deflationism. Richard Kirkham
(1992, p. 311) points out that any nominalist is committed to a kind of metaphysical deflationism, but that
will not necessarily render her a deflationist. Another version of this point arises from Huw Price’s (2003)
alethic fictionalism, as he endorses metaphysical deflationism but is not a deflationist. With respect to the
issue of explanation, Nic Damnjanovic (2005) claims that, on Frank Jackson and Philip Pettit’s (1990)
view of it, even a deflationary account of the truth predicate would count as giving truth-ascriptions an
explanatory role.
12 At least according to the standard understanding of necessary and sufficient conditions.
13 If one does not accept our priority thesis and endorses the separation thesis, it is still possible to appreciate
the strategies that we defend here as a means for defending just conceptual deflationism.
14 There were also the normative-role challenges to metaphysical deflationism from Price (1998) and
Wright (1992), in addition to direct challenges to linguistic deflationism, which emanated from Gupta
(1993a, 1993b).
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Hempel (1965), and others have argued, answers to why-questions serve as explana-
tions of various phenomena.15 If the truth predicate figured essentially in an answer to a
why-question, such as “Why is electron theory successful at predicting observations?”,
then that would provide a reason for thinking that there is a property of truth that has
a causal-explanatory role to play in an account of why the cited phenomenon occurs.
This would be incompatible with metaphysical deflationism and, as we noted above,
would also violate linguistic deflationism, which would thus undermine deflationism
as we and others understand that view.

The kind of explanatory role at issue in some more recent challenges is not the
same as that posited in the earlier ones directed at metaphysical deflationism. Along-
side answers to why-questions, answers to what-questions provide a different sort of
explanation, one that explains what something is, or consists in, or amounts to, i.e.,
an analysis or account of it. If the truth predicate figured essentially in an answer
to a what-question about some other concept, for example, as part of an answer to
the question, “What is knowledge?”, this would violate conceptual deflationism as it
would provide us with a reason for thinking that the truth concept has an explanatory
role to play in our conceptual scheme, and this would be more to the concept of truth
than conceptual deflationism can allow.16 But, again, if the truth concept did this,
then the predicate that expresses it this concept would specify a genuinely explana-
tory factor instead of performing a merely expressive role. If the truth predicate did
this, then it would not be functioning merely expressively, as a kind of logical device.
This would constitute a violation of linguistic deflationism and would thus undermine
deflationism. The more recent critiques of deflationism fromAsay (Ibid.), Bar-On and
Simmons (Ibid.), Heck (Ibid.), Howat (Ibid.) and Simmons (Ibid.) that we have cited
here all focus on challenging the conceptual facet of the view. In what follows, we
consider a range of such challenges to conceptual deflationism, beginning with the
challenge stemming from the putative role that the truth concept plays in an account
of assertion.

4 Deflationism and assertion

One prominent methodology in theorizing about truth that has emerged in the past
30 years emphasizes the importance of satisfying various platitudes pertaining to truth
(see, for example, Frank Jackson et al., 1994; Michael Lynch, 1998; Crispin Wright,
1992). One such platitude taken to be of central importance is that to assert is to
present as true (cf. Wright, Ibid., p. 34). In their more recent papers, Asay (Ibid.),
Bar-On and Simmons (Ibid.), Howat (Ibid.) and Simmons (Ibid.) have elevated this
particular platitude to the status of a what-explanation of assertion.17 They attribute

15 Achinstein (1983, p. 5) traces this idea back to Aristotle’s Doctrine of the Four Causes.
16 While we take these examples to illustrate what it would take to violate either metaphysical or con-
ceptual deflationism, we do not think that these examples actually illustrate such violations. We discuss
challenges to metaphysical and linguistic deflationism and strategies for dealing with them in Armour-Garb
and Woodbridge (forthcoming). The current paper focuses on defending conceptual deflationism.
17 While briefly mentioning the challenge stemming from, as we would put it, answering the what-question
regarding assertion, Heck (2021) diverges from the other papers in focusing mainly on a rather different sort
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this stronger position to Frege and take it to go beyond the weaker reading of the
platitude as claiming merely that what sets assertion apart from other speech-acts is
that when we assert, we end up presenting what we have asserted as true. They further
claim that if we follow this supposedly Fregean view on the concept of assertion, then
one cannot understand what it is to assert without possessing the truth concept. This
then becomes the basis of challenges they pose to conceptual deflationism, which, as
we have explained, constitute challenges to deflationism as a whole.

Whether this is the correct interpretation of Frege or not, for the purposes of what
we are calling “Deflationary Strategy #1”, we propose resisting the claim that one
must employ the concept of truth to give an adequate account of assertion by adopting
what we will call an “assertion-first” view, by analogy with Timothy Williamson’s
(2000) knowledge-first view. This is not simply an ad hoc maneuver for defending
deflationism; for one thing, a primitivist understanding of assertion could still maintain
that assertion is a substantive notion (and thus not be a deflationary account). It is also
worth noting that some have attributed this view of assertion to Frege himself,18

though he is ultimately not a deflationist. (For more on this last point, see Armour-
Garb and Woodbridge, forthcoming.) Whatever Frege’s actual position on the nature
of assertion, one reason for thinking that an assertion-first view is possible and does not
simply assume deflationism is that it is analogous to the position that Williamson has
developed on the nature of knowledge, a position that is neither a deflationary view of
knowledge nor an account coupled with a deflationary understanding of truth-talk.19

According toWilliamson, knowledge is prior to other cognitive or epistemic kinds,
both conceptually andmetaphysically. On his account, the concept of knowledge is sui
generis and is a theoretical primitive. As a result, while Williamson takes knowledge
to be a substantive concept (in virtue of its role in psychological explanations20 and, as
we discuss below, the role he assigns to knowledge in explaining assertion), he denies
that any of the traditionally proposed conditions for knowing, e.g., that knowledge
involves justified true belief (perhaps with some post-Gettier fourth condition), serves
to characterize the nature of knowledge. By analogy, according to an assertion-first
view, assertion is prior to any cognitive state kinds and to any other illocutionary acts,
both conceptually and metaphysically. On this view, the concept of assertion is sui
generis and is a theoretical primitive. As sui generis, there will not be any analysis
forthcoming of the concept of assertion (but, as a theoretical primitive, the notion can

Footnote 17 continued
of conceptual challenge regarding compositional principles in semantic theories. These challenges strike
us as more directed at linguistic deflationism, or at least as not involving a putative role of the truth concept
in answering a what-question about another concept. For space considerations, we will not be able here to
address the interesting challenges that Heck raises.
18 Although, in various places in his corpus (e.g., Frege, 1897, 1915, 1918), Frege uses phrases like
‘acknowledge to be true’, when discussing judgment, and ‘present as true’, when discussing assertion, a
number of philosophers (e.g., Nicholas Smith, 2009; William Taschek, 2008; Mark Textor, 2010) have
argued that Frege takes the concept of assertion to be sui generis and indefinable, i.e., a primitive notion
that is not to be explained in terms of any other concepts. This alternative interpretation of Frege suggests
that a “primitivist” assertion-first view is available for a deflationist to incorporate into what we are calling
“Deflationary Strategy #1” for responding to conceptual challenges.
19 Thanks to an anonymous referee for pressing us to clarify this point.
20 Cf. Magnus and Cohen (2003) on Williamson’s contention that knowledge plays an essential role in
psychological explanations.
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still be substantive or “inflationary”, which it would need to be if it is going to play
any explanatory role, as seems plausible). As a result, none of the proposed features
of asserting, e.g., that asserting involves presenting as true, serves to specify what
assertion is. Since an assertion-first theorist does not subscribe to the view that to
assert is to present as true, she does not violate conceptual deflationism. After all, if
assertion is unanalyzable, then the truth concept is not implicated as an answer to a
what-question about assertion.

That said, even if one were to reject an identification of asserting with presenting as
true, the weaker claim, that we can specify how asserting is different from the perfor-
mance of other speech acts by pointing out that when we assert we present as true, still
seems to express a platitudinous connection, as Wright, et al. have maintained. But a
deflationist can accept this point by taking presenting as true to capture a distinguish-
ing mark of asserting, where that amounts to it being a necessarily concomitant result
of performing that act, which is unique to that act without it amounting to a constitu-
tive feature of what it is to assert.21 Since this does not make an appeal to the truth
concept as part of an account of what assertion is, accepting this poses no problem
for conceptual deflationism. But it might seem to challenge linguistic deflationism,
since, in the phrase ‘present as true’, which is short for ‘present as being true’, the
“gerundized” truth predicate does not seem to be operating as a device of semantic
descent, as deflationists claim it does in our uses of ‘is true’. So, the question that still
presses for deflationists is whether taking this use of ‘as true’ in a specification of the
distinguishing mark of assertion creates a problem for linguistic deflationism.

We contend that it does not. What we want is a way of distinguishing what we do
when we assert fromwhat we do when we perform other speech-acts, like questioning
or commanding, and, for those purposes, it seems natural (if not required) to bring
in the expression ‘as true’. What a deflationist who accepts the unanalyzability of
assertion needs, then, is a suitably deflationary way of identifying a feature of assertion
that distinguishes it from other speech-acts—in particular, a way of capturing the “as
factual” aspect of assertion in contrast with the “as desired” or “as speculated” aspects
of other sorts of speech-acts. Ideally, deflationists would like to be able to mark what
we are doing when we assert without enlisting the truth predicate at all. It turns out
that a certain deflationary approach provides a way to do precisely this.

21 We take a “distinguishing mark” of something (e.g., the performance of the act of asserting) to be a
necessary feature or concomitant result, which is unique to being that kind of thing, without it being a
sufficient condition for being that kind of thing. In that way it is not in any way constitutive of that which
it marks. To illustrate this notion of a “distinguishing mark", suppose that one were to take promising to
be a sui generis, primitive notion, while also maintaining that whenever one promises to, one takes on a
particular commitment to.Whether this is the right way to think about the concept of promising is irrelevant;
what it is important to notice is that one might take this explanation to identify a necessary feature unique
to performing the act of promising, which would amount to a distinguishing mark of performing that act,
though it would not constitute a sufficient condition for promising (since promising has no analysis on
this view) and thus would not be in any sense constitutive of promising. (For a non-hypothetical, albeit
different category of example illustrating the notion of a distinguishing mark and showing how it differs
from being a constitutive feature of something, consider the fact that being a featherless biped is a state
that is (nomologically) necessarily concomitant with being human that distinguishes humans from other
known living things, but it is not a constitutive feature of being human.) We thank an anonymous referee
for suggesting that we elaborate on the notion of a “distinguishing mark”.
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A tempting first thought for such a deflationist is to appeal to the core deflationary
idea of semantic descent and contend that, for an assertoric utterance of a specified
individual sentence, such as ‘Snow is white’, specifying the distinguishing mark here
is accomplished by claiming that when you assert that snow is white, you present
snow as being white. Similarly, one might contend, when you assert that whales are
mammals, you present whales as being mammals. And so on, for all of the sentences
that speakers can assertorically utter.

One might object to this first thought, however, since one can assert, for example,
that snow is white even when there is no snow in one’s vicinity to present, which
would seem to put pressure on the claim that this serves as an explanation of asser-
tion.22 We can agree with the objector on this, but that is because our present goal is
not to explain what it is to assert, since the strategy in play assumes that assertion is
unanalyzable. Rather, the task at hand is to explain what one does when one assert-
s—that is, the results, or the consequences, of asserting, rather than what “manner of
doing” asserting is. And this point about the possibility of asserting in conditions of
absence does nothing to undercut our contention that one can accomplish this task
in suitably deflationary terms. In particular, regarding the “absence” point, we would
note that just as one can indicate things that are not in one’s vicinity by using language
(e.g., indicating a conference one attended by talking about it), one can use language
to present such things, in the sense of indicating them, as being various ways, e.g.,
talking about snow and presenting it as being white, even when there is none in one’s
vicinity.23

While our first “semantic-descent-like” thought may seem promising, it still leads
to trouble because of a more serious and continual “absence” problem, since we some-
times, and sometimes unwittingly, assertorically utter sentences that involve vacuous
expressions. When one assertorically utters ‘Vulcan is a planet’, she does not, and in
fact cannot, present Vulcan as being a planet, since there is nothing to present (pace,
Meinongianism). One possible response to this issue would be to say that, in the case
of assertoric utterances of ordinary, vacuous-name-containing sentences, nothing gets
asserted. This would enable our first thought for a deflationary response to stand,
but we would not want to rest our defense of deflationism on so restrictive a thesis.
Fortunately, we can avoid doing so.

Instead of employing the restrictive, bullet-biting strategy just mentioned, one can
specify the “as factual” aspect of asserting, the consequence that distinguishes it from
other speech-acts, without appealing to truth-talk or to the truth concept by deploying

22 Cf. Bar-On and Simmons (2007, pp. 71–72) for a version of this objection. See also Simmons (2018,
p. 1031).
23 If one objects to this permissive understanding of ‘presenting’ and claims that something must be in
one’s vicinity in order for her to present it, we would ask how, on that restrictive view, one can present
propositions, given standard views about their nature. Assuming that there are propositions, the only way
to present them would seem to be by somehow indicating them, and perhaps the most common way to do
that is through the use of language. If so, then there is no reason to deny that this holds for other things, like
snow. (Note that if our objector objects to our assumption of propositions, we would run the same argument
by asking how she would present any of her thought-states to an audience except by indicating them via a
use of language.).
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a particular deflationary approach.24 The approach we have in mind derives fromA.N.
Prior’s (1971) analysis of truth-talk in terms (following Frank Ramsey, 1927, 1929) of
sentential variables and quantifiers governing them, with Prior’s explicitly adverbial
reading of these formal devices. Inspired by Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953, Sect. 134),
Prior (1971, p. 38) took ‘This is how things are’ to be a sentential variable. In this vein,
as a means for “improving standard English”, with respect to its “paucity of quanti-
fiers”, Prior (1956, p. 201, 1971, p. 37) introduced a kind of adverbial quantification to
govern variables for presentations of “how things are”. He coined the informal quan-
tifier neologisms ‘anywhether’, ‘everywhether’, and ‘somewhether’, derived from the
question-word ‘whether’, along with a corresponding ‘th-’ answer-word, ‘thether’, to
serve as the sentential variable they govern. On this approach, we can (as Ramsey did)
understand a sentence like ‘Everything Jamal believes is true’ quasi-formally in terms
of ‘For all p, if Jamal believes that p, then p’ (cf. Prior, 1971, p. 24), which can be ren-
dered non-formally using Prior’s neologisms as ‘If Jamal believes that somewhether,
then thether’ or ‘For anywhether, if Jamal believes that thether, then thether’. A sen-
tence like ‘What Isabel believed is true’ expresses ‘For some p, Isabel believed that p,
and p’, which would be rendered neologistically as ‘Isabel believed that somewhether,
and thether’.

We need not go all the way to employing Prior’s adverbial neologisms, however,
in order to implement the kind of adverbial strategy that we are proposing here. Fol-
lowing Stephen Yablo’s (1996) initial appeal to ordinary “how-talk” in accounting
for ways-talk or possible-worlds-talk, we can do something similar here in discussing
assertion. One can see how our semantic-descent-inspired first thought for a deflation-
ary strategy for specifying the distinguishing mark of assertion can be presented in a
generalized form using how-talk, viz., in terms of “presenting things as being some-
how (in particular)”.25 Recognizing the problem that vacuous expressions present,
the next move is to modify the account as follows: What distinguishes assertion from
other illocutionary acts is a matter of this speech-act being a way of indicating how
the world (or reality) is, at least from the perspective of an assertor. We do this, when
we assert, by presenting the world as being somehow. Thus, and adding a bit more
fineness of grain, our proposal is that when we assert, we present the world as being
such that, in it, things are somehow.

For a specific individual case, such as asserting that snow is white, we can say that,
when we do that, we present the world as being such that, in it, snow is white. This
proposal avoids the problem that vacuous-name-containing sentences presented for
our first thought. This is because the claim, that when we assert that Vulcan is a planet,
we present the world as being such that, in it, Vulcan is a planet, does not require that

24 We are not claiming that what follows is the only way for a deflationist to respond to the claim that one
must use truth-talk in providing an answer to the what-question regarding assertion; we are only saying that
this is one way to do so. As will become apparent, we also think that, given that the issue is accounting for
the adverbial phrase ‘as true’, what follows is also a particularly apt way to do so.
25 Simmons (2018) comes close to recognizing this approach in his discussion of explaining assertion in
terms of “representing things as being so”, but he maintains that the move to representing smuggles in the
truth concept, basically by introducing propositions. We respond to this objection below.

123



Synthese           (2023) 201:98 Page 11 of 25    98 

there actually be anything that answers to ‘Vulcan’. The same goes for sentences that
contain vacuous predicates.26

So, to achieve the goal of specifying the distinguishing mark of assertion, we do not
need to enlist the truth predicate. A possible worry one might have about our proposal,
however, is that it smuggles in an appeal to a substantive notion or property of truth,
just using different language. The worry is that the way we claim that a deflationist
can capture the “as factual” feature of assertion, viz., in term of presenting the world
as being (such that, in it, things are) somehow, really just amounts to an account of
representing the world, and offering such a representation as capturing how the world
is, that is, getting the world (or things, or “the facts”) right. But this seems a lot like an
appeal to a notion of truth, nowmanifested in talk of representations getting presented
as accurately representing the world.27

To assuage this worry about our proposal, we note that the different qualifier phrases
that get employed, in distinguishing different assertions, fragment what is involved in
different acts of assertion in a way that undercuts the possibility of reconstructing a
unified notion of truth. The adverbial specification of ‘as being such that, in it, snow is
white’ does not involve the same factors as the adverbial specification of ‘as being such
that, in it, Vulcan is a planet’. The difference is not just that ‘Vulcan’ is a vacuous term
while ‘snow’ is not; there is also a difference in the factors involved in the first adverbial
specification and that of ‘as being such that, in it, snow is cold’. This “disunity” point
is related to the familiar deflationary claim that, while there may be a set of truths,
and, in that sense, an extension of the locution ‘is true’, the elements of the set are not
members of it for any common reason.28 They form a set of truths only in the sense that,
for different reasons, a nominalization of each can correctly have the truth predicate
appended to it (to denominalize the nominalization, as it were). So, the existence of
such a set would violate neither metaphysical nor linguistic deflationism. Similarly,
different adverbial specifications are made in characterizing the distinguishing marks
of different assertions, and these differences are integral in each case to what gets done
when one makes that particular assertion. So, it is not the case that the very same thing
results whenever one asserts, despite the possibility of using how-talk to “generalize”
over the disunified results of asserting. As a result, there is no unified notion of the
sort that one could consider a reconstruction of a substantive truth concept or truth
property that is being smuggled in to play an explanatory role in our proposal.

A residual concern onemight have at this point is that the “fragmented” deflationary
understanding of what ‘somehow’ covers that we just explained will make the notion
of assertion fragmented as well, meaning that there is no genuinely unified speech-act
of assertion. But this particular fragmentation worry is not legitimate. Since Defla-
tionary Strategy #1 takes assertion to be indefinable, our present proposal offers only
a deflationary account of a consequence of what we do when we assert; it does not
offer an analysis of what assertion is. So, even if Deflationary Strategy #1 fragments
this consequence, that need not result in a fragmentation of assertion itself. Thus,

26 Nota bene: Precisely how the world would have to be such that, in it, Vulcan is a planet is not our concern
here. Solving the empty-names problem is not our current task. The same holds for cases employing vacuous
predicates.
27 Simmons (2018).
28 Cf. Kukla and Winsberg (2015, p. 30) and Leeds (1995).
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generalizing on the distinguishing marks of particular assertions by using how-talk
in the way we have indicated avoids violating linguistic, metaphysical, or conceptual
deflationism.

The how-talk generalization used to specify what is unique about assertion in gen-
eral employs a rough and not-quite-regimented kind of adverbial quantification already
available in natural language (e.g., English) via its use of the expression ‘somehow’.29

But, while the ‘some’ component of this expression involves a kind of quantification,
this is not ordinary objectual quantification over a domain of “hows”, since there are
no such entities. Moreover, since there is no class of linguistic items that serve as the
substituends of any implicit “that is how things are” sentential variables–if any such
variables are even detachable from the quantifier expressions–they also cannot be inter-
preted as substitutional quantifiers.30 The generalizing here is essentially adverbial,
rather than objectual (or substitutional). This makes it “clunkier”—less fine-grained
and less flexible—than the kind of generalizing one gets with objectual quantification
(or even with substitutional quantification).

To improve on this “clunkiness”, when theorizing about what we do when we
assert, one might want to incorporate what the adverbial quantification covers into
one’s account via a more rigorously formalizable framework, a more flexible one that
can be easily integrated with other formal theorizing in first-order logic. The most
direct way to do this is by having objects on hand for objectual quantification. With
this in mind, one might introduce propositions as objects that get presented when we
assert. However, once we have introduced propositions, we should recognize that we
can distinguish a variety of ways of presenting them, which can indicate different
types of speech-acts.31 We can capture the “as factual” aspect of asserting in this
framework by saying, “When we assert a proposition, we present that proposition as
true”. The question is whether deflationists can do all of this while reaping the benefits
of replacing non-nominal quantification over adverbially specified presentations of the
world with objectual quantification that can be regimented within first-order logic.

We contend that deflationists can do this. Indeed, this is where deflationary mottos
like “the truth predicate is merely a formal device” have bearing. We can think of
bringing in the framework of propositions as implementing a form of semantic ascent,
from talk about the world and how it is being presented, to talk of these objects,
posited as entities that specify the world as being somehow. And a deflationist can
claim that the introduction of truth-talk here, to mark in propositional terms a unique

29 This quantificational structure is extended through certain natural-language uses of the expressions
‘however’, ‘anyhow’, and ‘howsoever’. These existing expressions do not have quite the same range of
applicability, fineness of grain, or flexibility as Prior’s neologisms, which include a general-purpose sen-
tential variable in ‘thether’ as well as quantifiers governing it.
30 This is for the better. C.J.F.Williams’s (1976, 1992) development of Prior’s approach reads the sentential
variables and quantifiers as explicitly substitutional, but that can lead to circularity worries in this context.
For discussion of these worries about substitutional quantification, see Horwich (1998a, pp. 25–26). Prior
himself treats his adverbial quantifiers as sui generis.
31 Notice that not all speech-acts are easily framed in propositional terms: One cannot inquire or question
that p but only whether p, which seems to reinstate the adverbialism that an appeal to propositions attempts
to reify our way out of. It is not clear that these speech-acts are best understood as applying an illocutionary
force to a proposition. Even worse, speech-acts of accosting (“Yo, Bob!”) and demonstrating/indicating
(“Lo, a rabbit!”) seem fully non-propositional. See Kukla and Lance (2009).
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consequence of asserting, just involves a use of ‘true’ that points to its core logical
function of semantic descent, to undoing at a framework-level (or perhaps a meta-
level) the semantic ascent implemented by introducing propositions as objects over
which we can quantify, thereby returning our focus to the world.32

We can even see a suggestion of this understanding in Prior’s views. In his adver-
bial sentential-variables account of truth-talk, Prior (1971, p. 21) follows Ramsey’s
extended redundancy theory in maintaining generally that no instance of truth-talk is
really about any proposition (being instead “about whatever the proposition is about”).
However, Prior still allows that one might engage in what we will call “proposition-
talk” (as we just quoted him as doing), including talk “about them” being true or being
false. But he (Ibid., pp. 29–30, 98) considers this kind of talk just to involve a figure of
speech about logical constructs or talk of “quasi-properties of quasi-objects”, rather
than being some genuinely ontologically committing form of discourse. This is the
way that deflationists should think of the introduction of the framework of proposi-
tions, with the role of truth-talk being to “logically unconstruct” applications of that
framework.

In a particular case, such as an assertion that snow is white, Deflationary Strategy
#1 takes the distinguishing feature of the speech-act to be its resulting in the speaker
presenting theworld as being such that, in it, snow iswhite. In this specific case, one can
semantically ascend from talk of the world being presented to talk of the proposition
that snow is white being presented. But now we need to capture the distinguishing
“as factual” mode of presenting that asserting accomplishes. For a deflationist, this
amounts to incorporating the detail that one is presenting the world as being such that,
in it, things are somehow. This can be accomplished by semantically descending from
the entity-talk of propositions introduced, back down to some adverbially specified
talk of presenting the world. Since truth-talk implements semantic descent, it can
transform talk of presenting the proposition that snow is white into talk of presenting
the world. So, the adverbial expression, ‘as true’, recalling that this is short for ‘as
being true’, indicates that assertion involves an adverbial modification of a presenting
of the world. In this particular case, the claim, that when one asserts that snow is white,
one presents the proposition that snow is white as true, captures the same aspect of
assertion as the claim that when one asserts that snow is white, one presents the world
as being such that, in it, snow is white. Generalizing from particular cases, the claim
that when one asserts one presents a proposition as true captures the same aspect of
assertion in general as the claim that when one asserts, one presents the world as being
such that, in it, things are somehow.33

A deflationist can take further inspiration from Prior here and claim that all that
the proposition-talk and truth-locutions are doing is a form of “logical constructing”

32 Whether this should be considered a kind of meta-level or framework-level implementation of semantic
descent or should be viewed as a completely different sort of function for the (gerundized) truth predicate
in the qualifier ‘as being true’ is irrelevant. The point is that this function need not be thought of as anything
that is more-than-deflationary.
33 On a kind of Quinean pragmatic naturalism regarding ontology, the added utility that we are attributing
to quantifying over propositions makes doing so part of a better overall theory of the world, and thus a
deflationist following this path should take on an ontological commitment to propositions. But our defla-
tionist is not following Quine here. She is instead being more Carnapian, taking proposition-talk just as a
useful linguistic framework, rather than something bringing “serious” ontological commitment with it.
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and “logical unconstructing”, or, to put it into more standard terminology, a kind
of semantic ascent and semantic (re-)descent. One should not, therefore, take these
ways of talking to reflect anything substantive in the world, or even in our conceptual
scheme. Their central purpose is to serve as formal devices providing certain advan-
tages in expressing something that one could, in principle, express without them,
where these advantages include the fineness of grain and flexibility that comes with
incorporation into the rigorous, formalized framework of objectual quantification and
predication in first-order logic. Specifyingwhat is unique to the speech-act of assertion,
by employing talk of propositions and enlisting a truth predicate, is thus compatible
with linguistic deflationism, where one has followed Deflationary Strategy #1 and
retained conceptual deflationism by endorsing the assertion-first view of assertion as
sui generis and unanalyzable. In fact, this Prior-inspired approach to preserving lin-
guistic deflationism will apply throughout all of the strategies we offer deflationists in
responding to the conceptual challenge.34

5 Deflationism and assertion as analyzable

Endorsing an assertion-first position is not the only tack a deflationist can take in
responding to the challenge we have been considering regarding the putative con-
nections between truth and assertion. It is also possible for a deflationist to hold that
assertion admits of an illuminating analysis, so long as she does not give the concept
of truth a fundamental role in answering the what-question regarding assertion. This is
what is involved in what we will call “Deflationary Strategy #2”. This strategy clearly
makes assertion something explicitly substantive—a unified kind of speech-act that
is distinct from other kinds of speech-acts and whose what-question admits of a sub-
stantive answer. Given the presumed substantiality of an answer to the what-question
about assertion, one might worry that any linking of asserting with presenting as true
makes the concept of truth expressed by this use of ‘true’ a substantive one, which
would seem to violate conceptual and thus linguistic deflationism. But this strategy can
avoid any violation of conceptual deflationism, since, as with Deflationary Strategy
#1, a deflationist can simply take talk of “presenting as true” to indicate merely a dis-
tinguishing mark of assertion. So long as the account of assertion that the deflationist
adopts is offered in terms that avoid any appeal to truth, the concept of truth will not
function as part of the answer to the what-question about the nature of assertion.

The most developed “truth-free” analysis of assertion is that presented by Robert
Brandom (1983, 1994). In his work on assertion, he explains this speech-act in terms
of deontic scorekeeping and an inferential articulation involving the finer-grained
normative statuses of commitment and entitlement.35 One potential concern about
his views, however, is that Brandom makes frequent use of truth-talk in discussing

34 Armour-Garb and Woodbridge (2022) develops this idea even further into a general strategy for under-
standing sentential variables and quantifiers, grounding an appeal to these devices in providing a deflationary
account of the role of truth-talk in the alethic platitudes.
35 Our appeal to Brandom’s views here is merely by way of example. As we discuss below, one can pursue
the current strategy without taking Brandom’s views on board, provided one has an alternative truth-free
analysis of assertion.
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assertion and appears to identify asserting with presenting as true (or “putting forward
as true” or “taking-true”). This might make his views seem potentially stronger than
what a deflationist would want to include in her response to the conceptual challenge,
perhaps to the extent of violating conceptual deflationism.36 However, even though
Brandom’s use of truth-talk to specify assertion does mean that the phrase ‘presenting
as true’ picks out something substantive, his account of assertion is offered in terms that
avoid any appeal to the notion of truth.As a result, the concept of truth does not function
as part of his answer to the what-question about the nature of assertion. Brandom
simply uses ‘true’-involving expressions as part of a label for something substantive,
but his doing this does not render the concept of truth expressed by this use of ‘true’
incompatible with any aspect of deflationism. In a similar fashion, Brandom (1994,
p. 329) allows the use of the locution ‘truth’ in the expression ‘truth-conditions’ as a
label for what one indicates in a specification of the content of a declarative utterance.
But, as with assertion, he explains content via an independent, prior, inferentialist
account that makes no use of the concept of truth. So, with respect to his accounts
of both assertion and content, there is no need to take any uses of truth-locutions in
alternative labels for these concepts as expressing a separate, explanatory concept of
truth.37

Even if we are wrong about Brandom, and his official views do violate concep-
tual deflationism, there are other “truth-free” accounts of assertion that deflationists
can employ, while implementing Deflationary Strategy #2. As mentioned above, any
account that does not make the truth concept perform an explanatory role in an answer
to a what-question is a candidate for incorporation into strategy #2.38 With such an
account on hand, a deflationist can accept that when one asserts one presents as true,
again, as merely specifying a distinguishing mark of assertion.

As an example of this point, consider employing Deflationary Strategy #2 with the
position on assertion championed by Williamson (1996, 2000). Williamson’s answer
to thewhat-question about the notion of assertion is that assertion is the unique speech-
act governed by a “knowledge rule” to the effect that.

36 See Bar-On and Simmons (2007, pp. 82–84), for a claim like this.
37 Bar-On and Simmons (Ibid.) miss this aspect of Brandom’s “reversal of the direction of explanation”
when theymistakenly claim that Brandom is a linguistic deflationist but not a conceptual deflationist. Howat
(2018, p. 953) considers this claim and defers to Bar-On and Simmons on it, but he seems to stop short of
fully endorsing it.
38 We will consider one such account, that of Williamson (1996, 2000), in some detail presently. For other
analyses of assertion that are suitable for use in applying Deflationary Strategy #2, consider the views of
C.S. Peirce (per Kenneth Boyd, 2016; John MacFarlane, 2011). Both views analyze assertion in terms of
commitment, as Brandom does, but they diverge from the latter by labeling one such commitment as a
“commitment to truth”. However, this can be rendered suitably deflationary by understanding it along the
lines thatWilliamAlston (2000, p. 120) explains in his “responsibility” view. According to Alston, asserting
that p (by assertorically uttering some sentence S that expresses that p) is a matter of “taking responsibility
for its being the case that p”.While generally no friend of deflationism, Alston explains this responsibility in
terms of “subjecting [one’s] utterance to a rule that, in application to this case, implies that it is permissible
for [one] to utter S only if p”. The appeal to truth-talk in a specification of a “commitment to truth”
could be understood as just a way of incorporating the sentential variable into natural language, making
those accounts of assertion (along with Alston’s) available for Deflationary Strategy #2. Alternatively, a
deflationist could embrace Paul Grice’s (1989) understanding of assertion in terms of an intention to induce
a belief in one’s audience, or a different Grice-inspired view, like that of Kent Bach and Robert Harnish
(1979), provided a truth-free account of belief is available. We discuss truth-free analyses of belief below.
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(K-A) One must: assert that p, only if one knows that p.

He takes this speech-act to be “unique” in the sense that assertion is the only speech-
act that is governed by this (K-A) rule. So, forWilliamson (2000, pp. 238–266), (K-A)
is “constitutive” of the speech-act of assertion and is akin to a rule of a game.He further
claims that, by articulating (K-A), we describe our normal practice of assertion and
that doing so is like articulating the rules for a traditional game. Breaking the rule does
not result in the failure to make an assertion, but it does make one liable to criticism.
For Williamson, (K-A) is a norm that provides the condition on which a speaker has
the authority to make an assertion. Since, as we have explained above, Williamson
also subscribes to a primitivist view of knowledge, his account of knowledge does not
bring in the truth concept in its train up into his account of assertion. He provides a
substantive answer to the what-question about assertion, but without taking the truth
concept to perform any explanatory role.

6 Deflationism and identifying assertion with “presenting as true”

Both deflationary strategies considered thus far resist any identification of asserting
with presenting as true. What we call “Deflationary Strategy #3” both takes the notion
of assertion to be analyzable and accepts this identification. This strategy might be
attractive to a deflationist who wants to accommodate platitudes about truth and who
agrees with a strong reading of the platitude Wright has emphasized, “that to assert is
to present as true”.

The basis of Deflationary Strategy #3 again involves analyzing the relevant instance
of truth-talk, now taken as used to express what assertion is, as a formal device for
expressing something adverbial, something that could be expressed without truth-talk
by employing quantificational how-talk, as we described in accounting for truth-talk
understood as employed to state merely a mark of assertion. On this how-talk analysis,
the claim that to assert is to present a proposition as true gets re-rendered as the claim
that to assert is to present the world as being such that, in it, things are somehow.
A result of adopting this approach in the context of an identification of asserting
with presenting as true, however, is that the fragmentation point we considered in our
discussion of Deflationary Strategy #1 threatens to emerge with added strength. It now
appears to apply as an objection to this deflationary approach, rather than as a response
to an anti-deflationary challenge.

Above, the acknowledged fragmentary aspect of the relevant how-talk claim served
to fend off anyworry that a substantive truth concept (or property) was being smuggled
in, and any further concerns that this would fragment assertion itself were addressed by
noting that the how-talk claim expressed only amark of assertion. Now, however, this
instanceof how-talk is being taken to expresswhat assertion is.As a result,Deflationary
Strategy #3 requires an account of this claim that balances making it out as fragmented
enough to block any smuggling-in concerns, with making it out as unified enough that
assertion still counts as a genuine kind of speech-act. This balancing act can be pulled
off because this how-talk generalization involves an element of unity. The claim, that
to assert is to present the world as being such that, in it, things are somehow, has it that,
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in every case of asserting, the speaker presents the same thing—the world—and does
so in the same “presenting how it is” manner. It is just that specifically how the world
gets presented as beingwill differ in each of the different cases, and these differences in
what thereby gets done, again, are enough to block any sort of smuggling-in concerns.
This may seem to be a narrow position to stake out, but we maintain it is a stable,
defensible one.

As we noted above, the main reason for using truth-talk (and proposition-talk) to
cover what the how-talk claim expresses is that the object-and-property combination
of those discourses provides expressive advantages over employing how-talk.39 What
a deflationist must do is explain how her uses of these ways of talking are ontologically
uncommitting.On this front,we pointed to Prior’s views of proposition-talk as a “figure
of speech” introducing “logical constructs” or “quasi-objects” and of truth-talk as
trafficking in a “quasi-property” in order to provide a surrogate for a flexible framework
of adverbial quantifiers and sentential variables. But if one maintains that what truth-
talk and proposition-talk together really express are these adverbial matters, which can
be expressed in natural language directly with how-talk, this raises a question: How do
these ways of talking, and specifically talk that appears to be about presenting certain
objects as having a certain property, manage to express adverbial matters pertaining
to how the world is presented?

One way to answer this question is to take this “presenting adverbial matters” oper-
ation of truth-talk and proposition-talk as simply brute facts about them. A different,
and we think more satisfying, approach is to parallel how Yablo (1996, pp. 268–269,
275–279) connects possible-worlds-talk to a form of how-talk, and to explain Prior’s
ideas of “figures of speech” introducing “quasi-objects” and a “quasi-property” by
offering pretense-based accounts of proposition-talk and truth-talk (e.g., ones based
on Kendall Walton’s (1990, 1993) uses of the idea of make-believe). These accounts
would explain the instances of truth-talk and proposition-talk as exploiting the rules
of particular pretenses they invoke, in order to express certain adverbial matters indi-
rectly, by making “as if” to express matters pertaining to propositions and to a truth
property.40 The pretenses involved in this form of alethic fictionalism would also
provide a further element of unity beyond what how-talk involves on its own, since
the pretenses that underwrite proposition-talk and truth-talk will involve unified, albeit
pretense-bound, answers to certainwhat-questions, such aswhat propositions are (e.g.,
abstract content entities) and what truth is (e.g., some sort of correspondence relation).

Onemightworry that if an applicationofDeflationaryStrategy#3 involves an appeal
to alethic fictionalism in the way just described, then this will include a substantive
truth concept, which would be incompatible with conceptual deflationism. But this
worry is based on a misunderstanding of the notion of a substantive concept and of the
role that concepts can play via their applications within pretenses. A concept can be
considered “substantive” by being a concept of something that is substantive, but this
does not mean that the concept plays a genuinely explanatory role in an explanation

39 Cf. Yablo (1996, pp. 267–270), which points out some of the expressive advantages that quantifying
over ways has in comparison to generalizing with how-talk.
40 For examples of the relevant kinds of accounts, see Armour-Garb and Woodbridge (2015).
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of anything real, which is what it would take for a concept to be substantive in the
sense that is relevant to challenges to deflationism.

Consider, for example, the concept of being magical. This seems to be a robust
notion that even plays a significant role in certain genres of literature. But it is justmade
up; as a result, it never plays a genuinely explanatory role. A deflationist who endorses
an application of Deflationary Strategy #3 that incorporates alethic fictionalism can
say something analogous about the truth concept: It may be a concept of something
substantive, but it is only a made-up one. Even if the fiction involved includes some
“substantive story” about truth, those aspects of the fiction would not factor into a
genuine answer to any what-question regarding any other concepts. Thus, while the
truth predicate may be related to what seems to be a substantive concept (but only
within the scope of a pretense), the concept never plays any genuine explanatory
role.41 It remains a “thin” concept in the sense that the only kind of role the predicate
expressing the concept ever really performs is a purely expressive one. As a result,
these aspects of the view pose no threat to any facet of deflationism.

7 Our deflationary strategies and other challenges to conceptual
deflationism

Having provided three strategies that deflationists can employ in responding to the
conceptual challenge pertaining to assertion, we will now show how these strategies
are available for dealing with other challenges that arise from the role the truth concept
seems to play in accounts of other philosophically important concepts. We are not
here endorsing any of the understandings of these concepts that we discuss; we are
just citing them as options for deflationists to consider when applying one or the other
of the three strategies we have provided for responding to various instances of the
conceptual challenge.

Consider, for example, an account of belief as taking a proposition to be true
with the aim of doing so only if it is true. (Cf. Velleman, 2000, p. 250.) To avoid
violating conceptual deflationism, in virtue of this platitudinous-seeming claim about
belief, one might follow Deflationary Strategy #1 and adopt a “belief-first” position
by analogy with Williamson’s knowledge-first view, or with the assertion-first view
that we described above, taking belief to be sui generis and indefinable.42 The appeal
to the notion of truth typically employed in describing belief could then be taken

41 One might contrast this line of thought with a point that Price (2003) makes as part of his rather different
alethic fictionalism, namely, that there can be a real, substantive norm that speakers apply to their linguistic
practices that is understood in terms of a truth property determined by a truth concept. The latter two he
understands in terms of an alethic fictionalism and thus as just made up by us. The norm based on them is
also just made up by us, but, given the nature of norms, that does not make it any less real or less substantive.
Price then uses the role that the truth concept allegedly plays in generating this norm, which he takes to
be constitutive of assertion, as grounds for rejecting deflationism. He does this despite the metaphysical
deflationism that stems from his alethic fictionalism, since he (Ibid., p. 171) rejects linguistic deflationism
on the basis of rejecting conceptual deflationism. We critically address and respond to Price’s objections to
deflationism in Armour-Garb and Woodbridge (forthcoming).
42 While a belief-first approachmight garner pushback fromphilosophers of psychology and from cognitive
scientists, it is not completely without precedent. One might, for example, take Frege’s (1879, p. 82) claims
about judgment being sui generis as inspiration for a belief-first position. Alternatively, one might find
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as indicating a distinctive mark of belief, rather than as figuring into an analysis of
its nature. The use of truth-talk in specifying this mark might then be understood as
implementing a surrogate for sentential variables and quantifiers, something adverbial
that could also be more directly, albeit more crudely, expressed in natural language
via how-talk. (Cf. Armour-Garb & Woodbridge, 2022.) Thus, a deflationist applying
this strategy might claim that when one believes something one takes the world to be
somehow, with the aim of doing so only if how one is taking the world to be is how
the world actually is.

Alternatively, one might follow Deflationary Strategy #2 and take belief to be ana-
lyzable without any appeal to the truth concept with the distinctive mark of belief that
is typically stated in terms of truth getting presented adverbially with how-talk. For the
required alternative analysis of belief, onemight take inspiration fromBrandom’swork
and offer an account of believing that parallels his truth-free account of asserting.43

Another option for someone following strategy #2 is to embrace a functionalist-style
account of belief in terms of an internal state’s role in response to sensory inputs (as
well as other internal states) and in the generation of action (and other internal states),
provided the account of any representational element does not involve the truth con-
cept. (Cf. Field, 1978, for this sort of account.) Finally, one could follow Deflationary
Strategy #3, identifying believing with what the truth-involving description expresses
(understood in terms of the adverbial re-rendering into how-talk), perhaps bringing in
pretense accounts of both proposition-talk and truth-talk. The latter accounts would
explain how those ways of talking end up expressingwhat the relevant how-talk claims
express, but, again, with greater flexibility, and, as in the case of assertion, they could
further help to fend off any fragmentation worries.

Next, consider how a deflationist might address a traditional account of knowledge
in terms of justified true belief (perhaps plus some post-Gettier fourth condition).
In this case, there is already a well-developed basis for a deflationist who wants to
apply strategy #1 to avoid violating conceptual deflationism: Williamson’s (2000)
knowledge-first approach. While Williamson is no deflationist, a deflationist could
endorse a knowledge-first view and then take the truth-involving “JTB+ ” description
as just indicating distinguishing marks of knowing. The truth-involving specifications
of these marks could also be re-expressed (reversing their order) adverbially using
how-talk via something like the following: When one has knowledge, one takes the
world to be somehow, how one is taking the world to be is how it is, and the reasons
one has for taking the world to be how one is taking it to be are such that they are
conducive to taking the world to be somehow only when that is how it is (perhaps with
some post-Gettier condition integrated in).

For an application of Deflationary Strategy #2 to knowledge, what is required is an
analysis that does not give the truth concept an explanatory role in an answer to the
what-question regarding knowledge. To this end, a deflationist might appeal to Joseph
Tolliver’s (1989) truth-free account of knowledge in applying Deflationary Strategy

Footnote 42 continued
inspiration in the views of George Bealer (1998, 2002) and Joel Pust (2000), who hold that intuition is a
sui generis mental state.
43 Brandom (1994, pp. 157–159, 195–196) proposes the stronger move of eliminating belief-talk and
replacing it with talk of an inferentially articulated notion of doxastic commitment, which is the type of
commitment characteristic of assertion.

123



   98 Page 20 of 25 Synthese           (2023) 201:98 

#2. Tolliver (Ibid., pp. 40–45) explains cognitive states non-propositionally, in terms
of proper functioning with respect to different roles in the control of behavior, and
he analyzes knowledge states in terms of a belief matching a state of affairs that both
causes it and is treated as positively relevant to the belief’s role in controlling behavior,
the match being with respect to the amount of information each contains regarding the
state of affairs obtaining. Since Tolliver (Ibid., pp. 40–1) explains something’s con-
taining information regarding something as a matter of the nomological/causal effect
of the former on the probability of the latter, he (Ibid., p. 45) claims that his view does
not require the attribution of any semantic properties to account for knowledge states.
Tolliver (Ibid., p. 48) also argues that, while his approach is compatible with a truth
requirement for knowledge, this could bemet by a deflationary understanding of truth-
talk. Thus, his account is one available to someone who wants to apply Deflationary
Strategy #2 to knowledge.

A deflationist who thinks that knowledge admits of an analysis and who (perhaps in
virtue of embracing certain alethic platitudes) accepts the usual truth-involving claims
as part of an answer to the what-question regarding knowledge will want to apply
Deflationary Strategy #3, understanding the relevant instances of truth-talk to express
just what the how-talk re-renderings of them express. However, as we have seen, truth-
talk provides a tidier and more flexible means for expressing what the how-talk claims
express, so there is motivation for bringing in the notions of truth and proposition
to express this. A deflationist might stop here, but, once again, the gap between the
surface appearances of the truth- and proposition-talk and what the how-talk claims
express is neatly bridged by a pretense-based analysis, here of talk of justified true
belief (plus some post-Gettier fourth condition, if necessary).

Understanding the truth- and proposition-involving claims in this way might also
allow their use to express additional unity regarding the concept of knowledge, con-
veying further intuitions about knowledge’s unity by indicating that those intuitions
are part of the relevant pretenses. As in the cases of applying this strategy in account-
ing for assertion and belief, the use of both truth-talk and proposition-talk in this sort
of what-explanation for knowledge does not indicate that any substantive explana-
tory role is played by the concepts of truth or of proposition. So, it appears that all
three strategies provide suitable responses to the challenge of how deflationists might
address the traditional account of knowledge.

Another central concept in which the truth concept appears to play a central role is
that of logical validity. As we all learned in logic class, an argument is valid if and only
if the truth of its premises guarantees the truth of its conclusion. Alternatively, one
might follow Alfred Tarski (1941) and maintain that a zero-premise argument (i.e., a
statement), A, is valid if and only if A is true under all reinterpretations of its non-
logical constituents. Either option would seem to explain validity in terms of truth,
which would be in tension with conceptual deflationism. However, all three of the
deflationary strategies that we have presented can also be applied to solve the problem
that the classical accounts of validity appear to present for conceptual deflationism.

As a basis for strategy #1, a deflationist might follow Jeffrey Ketland (2012) and
adopt a “validity-first” proposal. Ketland’s leading idea involves endorsing a primitive-
validity view that would be an analog to the “assertion-first” view and toWilliamson’s
knowledge-first view. As Ketland (Ibid., p. 421) notes, this view endorses “validity as
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a primitive notion rather than one defined in some standard manner” (italics original).
More specifically, his idea is to treat ‘x is valid’ as a primitive unary predicate.44 If
successful, this would enable a deflationist to make use of the concept of validity
without compromising her conceptual deflationism, taking the truth-involving claims
associated with validity, again, as indicating a distinguishing mark of an argument
having this feature. A deflationist can then say that what is expressed by a claim like
‘When an argument is logically valid, it follows that if all of its premiseswere true, then
the conclusion would have to be true’ is just that when an argument is logically valid, it
follows that if the world were how all of the premises together present it as being, then
it would also have to be how the conclusion presents it as being. Or, in Tarskian terms,
if A is logically valid, then how A presents the world as being is how it actually is
under all reinterpretations of A’s non-logical constituents. Logical consequence could
then be explained as the relation between the premises and conclusion of a logically
valid argument, and an argument’s soundness would be a matter of it being logically
valid with the world actually being how the premises present it as being.

Deflationary Strategy #2 can also be applied to the case of logical validity. This
approach requires an appeal to a truth-free analysis of logical validity, and one can turn
to Brandom for such an account. He (1994, pp. 104–107, 114–115) explains logical
validity in terms of a prior notion of good material inference, where this is explained
in terms of incompatibilities among the sui generis normative statuses of commitment
and entitlement. (Ibid., p. 115) The account of logical or formal validity then proceeds
in a way that parallels Tarski’s account, so that an argument A is logically valid if and
only if A involves a good material inference and every reinterpretation of A’s non-
logical constituents (that is, any substitutions for any of its non-logical vocabulary)will
maintain the goodness of thematerial inference (i.e., no substitution for any ofA’s non-
logical vocabulary will turn the good inference A involves into a bad one). Brandom
provides the required truth-free means of specifying the logical vocabulary via his
(Ibid., pp. 108–113) reading of Frege (1879), according towhich the logical vocabulary
is demarcated in terms of its role in making explicit “the inferential involvements in
virtue of which nonlogical claims have the conceptual contents they do”. Given this
truth-free account of logical validity, a deflationist following Deflationary Strategy #2
can, once again, read the truth-involving claims typically made regarding validity as
just specifying a distinguishing mark of an argument being logically valid, explaining
the notion of logical validity (and thus the related notions mentioned above) and how
the truth concept relates to it, all without violating conceptual deflationism.

If a deflationist follows Deflationary Strategy #3 in providing an account of logical
validity, she will take the truth-involving claims made about it to express the core of
what logical validity is in general. She can then say that what is expressed by the claim,
that an argument being logically valid is it being such that if all of its premises were
true, then the conclusion would have to be true, is just that an argument being logically
valid is it being such that if the world were how all of the premises together present it
as being, then it would also have to be how the conclusion presents it as being. Or, in
Tarskian terms: Argument A being logically valid just is the world actually being how
A presents it as being and remaining so under all reinterpretations of A’s non-logical

44 Field (2015) also argues that validity should be taken as a primitive notion.
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constituents. It is also possible to incorporate fictionalist accounts of truth-talk and
proposition-talk here, again taking these ways of talking as providing a more flexible
and expressive means of saying (indirectly) what the relevant how-talk claims express
directly, as well as bridging the gap between what the truth-involving claims appear to
be about and what the how-talk claims express and perhaps expressing further unity
and substantiveness regarding the concept of validity.

We take these considerations, presented via the examples examined in this section,
to illustrate how to extend our deflationary strategies to other cases where the truth
concept appears to play a role in answering awhat-question about somephilosophically
important concept.

8 Concluding remarks

We have provided three strategies that deflationists can employ to respond to the
alleged challenge that a substantive concept of truth is required in an explanation of
the illocutionary force of assertion, and we have shown how these strategies can be
extended to other supposed challenges to conceptual deflationism, which involve the
concepts of belief, knowledge, and validity. Aswe noted above, while these challenges
are focused on conceptual deflationism, they actually pose a challenge to deflationism
as a whole.

We have thus shown that there are a number of different ways a deflationist could
uphold conceptual deflationism, along with linguistic and metaphysical deflationism.
A deflationist might employ strategy #1 and adopt a primitivist view of some concept,
taking it to be unanalyzable, contrary to some challenger’s claim that it must be
analyzed in terms of truth.45 Alternatively, a deflationist could employ strategy #2,
which takes the concept in question to be analyzable butmaintains that this can be done
via a truth-free analysis.46 Finally, a deflationist could employ strategy #3 and take
some truth-involving claim to express an answer to a what-question about the relevant
concept, but maintain that in doing so the truth-talk plays a merely expressive, rather
than an explanatory, role. For example, we have shown how, whether a deflationist
applies strategy #1, holding that assertion is unanalyzable and that “presenting as
true” picks out merely a distinguishing mark of asserting, or she takes assertion to be
analyzable, and then either applies strategy #2, taking there to be an analysis in truth-
locution-free terms (with “presenting as true” again indicating just a distinguishing
mark of assertion), or applies strategy #3, accepting an identification of presenting as
true with asserting, she can still uphold conceptual deflationism, along with linguistic
andmetaphysical deflationism. Thus, deflationism is safe from the particular challenge
pertaining to providing an account of the illocutionary force of assertion, as well as
to the other putative challenges that we have considered, which supposedly arise
from the truth concept’s role in accounts of the concepts of belief, knowledge, and
validity. Our hope is that once deflationists understand how these three strategies

45 We should note that we do not endorse any particular primitivist account that we have presented in this
paper. Our point is simply to illustrate this maneuver and show that it is not ad hoc.
46 What we have said in fn. 45, about primitivist accounts, applies as well to the truth-free analyses that
we have presented here in setting out the details of strategy #2.
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can be implemented, as a means for answering the alleged challenges to conceptual
deflationism that we have considered here, they will also see how these strategies can
be applied to resolve challenges that arise for the other concepts that appear to put
pressure on conceptual deflationism and, thus, as we maintain, on deflationism as a
whole.
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