
 

1 

THE INEXPRESSIBILITY OF TRUTH 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By 
 

EMIL BĂDICI 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A DISSERTATION PRESENTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL 
OF THE UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT 

OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 
UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA 

 
2007 



 

2 

 

 

 

 
 

© 2007 Emil Bădici 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 



 

3 

 

 

 

 
 

To all of those who struggled to tell the truth 
 
 
 
 

 



 

4 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

Ancestors of some of the chapters of this dissertation have been presented at the Logica 

Conference, June 2005 (Hejnice, the Czech Republic), the Florida Philosophical Association 

Conference, November 2005 (Cocoa Beach) and November 2006 (Tampa) and the annual 

meeting of the Society for Exact Philosophy, May 2007 (Vancouver, Canada). I am indebted to 

my audiences for their helpful comments. I also wish to thank John Biro, William Butchard, 

Douglas Cenzer, Michael Jubien, Kirk Ludwig and Elka Shortsleeve for helpful comments and 

support over the past five years. I cannot express my gratitude to Greg Ray for patience, 

guidance, fruitful discussion and uncountably many comments on previous versions of this 

dissertation. Finally, I want to acknowledge a special debt to my wife, Ana-Maria Andrei, for 

insightful thoughts and encouragement. 

 

 



 

5 

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
 
 page 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ...............................................................................................................4 

LIST OF TABLES...........................................................................................................................8 

ABSTRACT.....................................................................................................................................9 

CHAPTER 

1 INTRODUCTORY REMARKS ............................................................................................10 

2 LIAR PARADOXES, INCONSISTENCY AND UNIVERSALITY ....................................17 

Liar Paradoxes ........................................................................................................................17 
Paradoxical Sentences .....................................................................................................17 
Pathological Sentences ....................................................................................................19 
Other Kinds of Liars: Utterances, Mental Representations, Propositions.......................20 
The Concept of Truth ......................................................................................................21 

Self-Reference ........................................................................................................................22 
Vicious Circularity ..........................................................................................................22 
The “Tarskian” Hierarchy of Languages.........................................................................24 
Paradoxes without Self-Reference ..................................................................................24 

Truth-Value Gaps ...................................................................................................................25 
Strengthened Liars and the Principle of Bivalence .........................................................27 
Martin’s Simple Liar Argument ......................................................................................30 
Choice Negation versus Exclusion Negation ..................................................................31 
The Principle of Bivalence and Classical Logic..............................................................36 
Reductio ad Absurdum versus Reductio ad Gapsurdum.................................................38 
The T-Schema .................................................................................................................43 

Universality and Inconsistency...............................................................................................47 

3 THE INEXPRESSIBILITY OF TRUTH ...............................................................................49 

Universality and Expressibility...............................................................................................50 
The Inexpressibility Argument ...............................................................................................57 
Herzberger on Universality.....................................................................................................59 

No Language contains all its Semantic Concepts............................................................59 
Class Expressibility versus Concept Expressibility ........................................................61 

Two Objections against the Inexpressibility View.................................................................63 
Intentions are Sufficient for Expressibility......................................................................63 
The Inexpressibility Account is Self-Defeating ..............................................................64 

Intended Meaning versus Linguistic Meaning .......................................................................65 
The Status of the T-Biconditionals .........................................................................................72 



 

6 

Is the Concept of a True Sentence of English Expressible in other Languages? ...................73 

4 ON THE COHERENCE OF THE INCONSISTENCY VIEW OF TRUTH .........................76 

The Inconsistency View .........................................................................................................77 
The Inconsistency of Natural Languages ........................................................................79 
Meaning Postulates..........................................................................................................81 
Inconsistent Languages and the Inconsistency View of Truth ........................................84 
The Inconsistency of the Concept of Truth .....................................................................85 
A Priori or Empirical Inconsistency? ..............................................................................86 
The Inconsistency View and Classical Logic..................................................................88 

Skepticism with Respect to Inconsistency..............................................................................89 
Intentional Inconsistency versus Linguistic Inconsistency.....................................................93 

Two Kinds of Inconsistency............................................................................................93 
Intentional Inconsistency.................................................................................................96 

Inconsistency Entails Inexpressibility ....................................................................................98 

5 NON-LINGUISTIC LIARS .................................................................................................100 

Mental Representations ........................................................................................................101 
Thoughts and Beliefs .....................................................................................................102 
Liar Thoughts ................................................................................................................103 
Gappy Thoughts ............................................................................................................104 

Intentional states and their propositional content...................................................106 
Liar Beliefs ....................................................................................................................111 

Liar Propositions...................................................................................................................113 
Mentalese Liars.....................................................................................................................115 

6 AN EXTENSION OF THE ACCOUNT: SEMANTIC VERSUS LOGICAL 
PARADOXES ......................................................................................................................118 

Semantic Paradoxes ..............................................................................................................119 
Grelling’s Paradox.........................................................................................................119 
Paradoxes of Definability ..............................................................................................119 

Richard’s paradox ..................................................................................................119 
Berry’s paradox ......................................................................................................120 
König’s paradox .....................................................................................................121 

A Denotation Paradox ...................................................................................................121 
The Inexpressibility of the Semantic Concepts ....................................................................122 
Similarities between the Semantic and the Logical Paradoxes ............................................124 

A Little Bit of History ...................................................................................................125 
Priest’s  Uniformity Account.........................................................................................127 
The Semantic Version of Russell’s Paradox .................................................................130 

Refuting the Uniformity Account.........................................................................................132 
An Objection from Circularity ......................................................................................132 
The Liar and the Inclosure Schema ...............................................................................136 

The Existence clause ..............................................................................................137 



 

7 

The diagonaliser and the Liar.................................................................................139 
Semantic Liars and Logical Liars..................................................................................144 

LIST OF REFERENCES.............................................................................................................146 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH .......................................................................................................150 

 



 

8 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table  page 
 
1-1 ….. ...........................................................................................................................................48 

1-2 ……... ......................................................................................................................................48 

 
 



 

9 

Abstract of Dissertation Presented to the Graduate School 
of the University of Florida in Partial Fulfillment of the 
Requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 
THE INEXPRESSIBILITY OF TRUTH 

 
By 

 
EMIL BĂDICI 

 
August 2007 

 
Chair:  Greg Ray 
Major:  Philosophy 
 

The main purpose of my study is to explore and defend what I call an inexpressibility 

account of the semantic paradoxes. I argue that contrary to the widely held belief that English (as 

well as every other natural language) is universal, or at least semantically universal (in the sense 

that all its semantic concepts are expressible in it), the lesson one should draw from the Liar 

paradoxes is that in fact English fails to express the concept of truth. Taking this view provides 

the foundation of a satisfying resolution of the Liar paradoxes, but the promise of the view has 

been underappreciated for reasons which, I argue, turn out to be not well-founded. For example, 

the view might appear to be self-defeating because, it might be objected, in defending the 

inexpressibility view one actually expresses the concept that is held to be inexpressible. I argue 

that this and related challenges are founded on a failure to make certain fundamental distinctions 

such as the distinction I introduce between intended meaning and linguistic meaning. The 

distinction enables one to explain why communication is unproblematic although the concept of 

truth is inexpressible. The main virtue of the inexpressibility view is that it offers a solution to 

the Liar paradoxes without postulating that truth is an inconsistent concept. Moreover, the 

account can be easily extended to apply to all semantic paradoxes. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 

Consider the following imaginary dialogue between an innovative graduate student and his 

more skeptical adviser: 

A. I’ve heard this story many times. Tell me your “groundbreaking” solution to the old 

paradox of the Liar. 

B. No sophisticated reasoning. If the Liar sentence is true, then it is not true. If it is false, 

then it has to be true. The only option that remains is that the Liar is neither true nor false. 

A. Wouldn’t it follow that the Liar is not true? 

B. Indeed, we should think that the Liar is not true. 

A. But this is what the Liar says. It would follow that the Liar is true after all. You are 

contradicting yourself.  

B. Things are puzzling indeed. However, I think that you are going too far when you say 

that that’s what the Liar says. I indeed think that the Liar is not true, but this is not what the Liar 

says.  

A. This strikes me as utter nonsense. You are saying that the Liar does not say what you 

are just saying by using it. If it does not say that the Liar is not true, what does the Liar say? 

B. It turns out that there is nothing that the Liar says, and I’m not strictly speaking saying 

anything by using it. 

A. In that case your sentences are meaningless. How do you expect one to make sense of 

your sentences? 

B. It would be unfair to say that my sentences are meaningless. You understand every 

single word that I have been using. I grant, however, that many of the sentences I used are not 

true. 
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A. You are very subtle indeed. It is enough for me that you acknowledge that they are not 

true. End of the story. 

B. This shouldn’t be the end of the story. Although some of my sentences fail to say 

anything, you know what I intended to say. 

A. How can I know what you intended to say if your sentences fail to say it?  

B. You know what my sentences are intended to say, even if they fail to say it.  

You cannot deny that as a result of this conversation you know what I think about the Liar.  

A. I wonder whether our exchange of sentences can indeed be called a conversation…. 

The purpose of this study is to explore and defend the position articulated by B, which I call the 

inexpressibility account of the Liar paradox. Contrary to the widely held belief that English (as 

well as every other natural language) is universal, or at least semantically universal (in the sense 

that all its semantic concepts are expressible in it), the lesson one should draw from the Liar 

paradoxes is that in fact English fails to express the concept of truth. Taking this view provides 

the foundation of a satisfying resolution of the Liar Paradoxes, but the promise of the view has 

been underappreciated for reasons which, I argue, turn out to be not well-founded. For example, 

the view might appear to be self-defeating because, it might be objected, in defending the 

inexpressibility view one actually expresses the concept that is held to be inexpressible. I argue 

that this and related challenges are founded on a failure to make certain fundamental distinctions, 

such as the distinction I introduce between intended meaning and linguistic meaning. The 

distinction enables one to explain why communication is unproblematic although ‘true’ fails to 

express the concept of truth. 

Chapter one consists in an examination of some of the attempts to solve the Liar paradox, 

whose outcome is that the main obstacle to reaching a solution is the assumption of the 
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universality of English. The attempts to avoid the Liar paradox by banning self-reference (such 

as the appeal to the theory of types or to the distinction between object-language and 

metalanguage) have been very fruitful when applied to formal languages, but they do not seem to 

be appropriate for natural languages because the expressive power of natural languages does not 

seem to be limited in this way. English allows one to combine predicates and referring 

expressions in a sentence without any type restrictions, and it contains many self-referential 

expressions which are perfectly meaningful. Moreover, the distinction between an object-

language and a metalanguage cannot be applied, because English is its own metalanguage (it 

seems that whatever can be said about English can be said in English). Likewise, the attempts to 

solve the Liar paradox by postulating truth-value gaps or any other distinction between three 

categories of sentences (stably true/pathological/stably false) fail because contradictions would 

still follow as long as the semantic notions that have been used as part of the solution are 

expressible in English. As long as English is held to be able to express its own semantic 

concepts, there seems to be no way out of the inconsistency. Thus, there appear to be two main 

alternatives: either one accepts that English is universal, in which case one is forced to endorse 

some version or other of the inconsistency view, or one can deny the universality of English and 

thus avoid the inconsistency view.   

The thesis that English is universal (more specifically, the thesis that English is able to 

express its own semantic concepts) is usually considered too obvious to be argued for. In chapter 

three, which is the central chapter of this study, I argue that the thesis is actually false. In 

particular, the concept of truth turns out to be inexpressible in English. The inexpressibility 

argument is a reductio argument formulated in ordinary English: I show that the supposition that 

there is a predicate of English that expresses the concept of truth leads to a contradiction. 
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Roughly, the contradiction is obtained by noticing that the Liar argument makes an implicit 

appeal to the assumption that ‘true’ expresses the concept of truth and then exploiting this by 

turning the argument into a reductio argument. This version of the inexpressibility argument is to 

be preferred to another version that is due to Hans Herzberger [1970], because Herzberger 

formulates his argument as an argument for the inexpressibility of a class rather than that of a 

concept.  

The remaining part of chapter three is devoted to answering two objections that might 

readily come to mind. It might be thought that expressibility is only a matter of associating the 

right intentions with a certain expression. In this case, the expressibility of truth would be trivial, 

because speakers of English do intend to use ‘true’ to express the concept of true. The other 

objection is that the inexpressibility view is self-defeating. In defending the inexpressibility view 

of truth I employed the word ‘true’, which – one might think – means that I actually expressed 

the concept that I held to be inexpressible. Both objections can be satisfactorily answered by 

drawing a distinction between the intended meaning and the linguistic meaning of an expression. 

Not all the intentions we have with respect to the use of a word are fulfilled. This means that the 

intended meaning may fail to become linguistic meaning, which means that expressibility is not 

trivially guaranteed. The mere fact that we use the word ‘true’ in English is not enough to 

guarantee that it expresses the concept of truth (i.e., that it has a linguistic meaning), which 

means that the inexpressibility view is not self-defeating. On the other hand, communication 

remains unproblematic in spite of the fact that ‘true’ lacks linguistic meaning, because the type 

of meaning that is central for communication is the intended meaning, not the linguistic meaning. 

Speakers of English know what the intended meaning of ‘true’ is, and they do not need to know 

its linguistic meaning in order to count as competent speakers of the language. 
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One might grant that the inexpressibility view of truth offers a coherent way to avoid an 

inconsistency, but still argue that it would be preferable to endorse an inconsistency view rather 

than say that truth is inexpressible in English. Therefore, chapter four is focused on the 

inconsistency view. I argue that, properly understood, the inconsistency view of truth is coherent 

but the arguments based on Liar sentences fail to establish that it holds. Moreover, an 

inconsistency view of truth entails that truth is inexpressible (which also means that English is 

not universal). For this reason, an inconsistency view of truth cannot offer the best explanation of 

the Liar paradoxes. The inconsistency view of truth has been attacked by many (e.g., Herzberger 

[1970], Soames [1998]) as an incoherent view. Nevertheless, most of these attacks are a 

consequence of the failure to distinguish between two ways in which a languages can be said to 

be inconsistent. I argue that one should draw a distinction between intentional inconsistency and 

linguistic inconsistency. Tarski [1933] and Chihara [1979] should be interpreted as advocating 

versions of an intentional inconsistency view. It is the meaning principles that are intended to be 

true that are inconsistent (either inconsistent as a set, or inconsistent with some empirical facts). 

The objectors have usually misinterpreted the view as a linguistic inconsistency view, which 

would indeed be incoherent, because it requires that an inconsistent set of principles be all true. 

On its turn, intentional inconsistency could be interpreted in two ways which should be carefully 

distinguished from one another. The thesis that the intended meaning rules are inconsistent 

should be distinguished from the thesis that the intended meaning rules are inconsistent with the 

hypothesis that ‘true’ succeeds in expressing the concept of truth. The Liar arguments offer 

enough support for the latter thesis, but not for the former.  

Even if one can find other reasons (than Liar sentences) for thinking that the concept of 

truth is inconsistent, this would not defeat the inexpressibility view but rather provide support for 
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it (because the inconsistency view of truth entails the inexpressibility view). Nevertheless, one 

reason why the inexpressibility view is attractive is that it can offer a solution to the Liar 

paradoxes while preserving the consistency of the concept of truth. The significance of the 

inexpressibility account would be dramatically diminished if Liar paradoxes could still occur, 

this time not at the level of sentences, but at the level of propositions or mental representations. 

This would mean that the inexpressibility view cannot actually provide a way to save the 

consistency of truth. In chapter five I argue that there are no Liar arguments at the level of 

propositions or mental representations that could force us to adopt an inconsistency view of 

truth. The Liar thought (understood as mental representations) can coherently be said to lack a 

truth-value. Although it has a true propositional content, the Liar thought itself cannot be said to 

be true, because a closer examination of its structure reveals that it fails to be an intentional state 

with the mind-to-world direction of fit, which would be required for an intentional state to be 

truth-evaluable. Moreover, there are good reasons to think that there could be no Liar 

propositions. 

The Liar paradoxes are members of the larger family of semantic paradoxes, therefore a 

successful account of the Liar paradoxes is expected to show how to account for the other 

semantic paradoxes. In chapter six I show how the inexpressibility argument can be extended to 

prove that heterology, satisfaction, denotation and other semantic concepts are inexpressible in 

English. The same account cannot be applied to the so-called logical paradoxes, which are more 

properly handled by mathematical methods (for instance, by restricting the universe of sets by 

some axiomatic set-theory, such as Zermelo-Fraenkel’s). It has been argued (by Russell and, 

more recently, by Graham Priest) that logical and semantic paradoxes have the same structure, 

and that similar paradoxes should receive similar solutions. Graham Priest [2002] argues that 
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both logical and semantic paradoxes have the same underlying structure (which he calls “the 

Inclosure Schema”) which, in conjunction with the Principle of Uniform Solution (same kind of 

paradox, same kind of solution), suffices to ‘sink virtually all orthodox solutions to the 

paradoxes’. This would also suffice to sink the inexpressibility view, because it also fails to 

provide a uniform account. I argue that Priest fails to provide a non-question-begging method to 

impugn virtually all orthodox solutions, and that the Inclosure Schema cannot be the structure 

that underlies the Liar paradox. Ramsey was right in thinking that logical and semantic 

paradoxes are paradoxes of different kinds and that one should not expect them to receive the 

same kind of solution.
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CHAPTER 2 
LIAR PARADOXES, INCONSISTENCY AND UNIVERSALITY 

A Liar paradox is due to the fact that a number of intuitively true principles can be used to 

derive an inconsistency by using only intuitively valid rules of inference. I will begin with a 

survey of the most significant types of Liar paradoxes. Thereafter, I will examine some of the 

main attempts that have been made to block the derivation of an inconsistency consisting either 

in banning self-reference or in postulating truth-value gaps. The discussion is far from being 

exhaustive, and is mainly aimed at identifying the principles that are commonly used to run a 

Liar argument and explaining why it so hard to find a way to block it. It turns out that what 

makes it difficult to avoid inconsistencies is some form or another of the principle of universality 

that is commonly attributed to natural languages. Therefore, one is faced with a choice between 

accepting the inconsistency of some intuitively true principles and denying the universality of 

English and other natural languages. 

Liar Paradoxes 

Paradoxical Sentences   

Natural languages are known to be capable of self-reference. Thus, one can talk in English 

about the sentences of English. Moreover, given an arbitrary sentence of English, one can 

introduce a name for it in English. As long as it belongs to the category of names, any expression 

that has not already been assigned a referent could play this role. Thus, one can use ‘L0’ to refer 

to the following sentence-type (call it “the Simple Liar”): 

(L0) (L0) is false. 

(L0) is a well-formed sentence of English: ‘false’ is a predicate of English that we understand, 

‘(L0)’ is a proper name that refers to the Simple Liar, and the sentence obeys the syntactic rules 

of English. Nevertheless, it is easy to see that (L0) is paradoxical. If (L0) is true, then it is false, 
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because this is what it says. On the other hand, if (L0) is false, since this is what (L0) says, it 

follows that (L0) is true. In either case the conclusion is unacceptable, because no sentence can 

be both true and false1. 

Another Liar sentence that is very familiar in the literature on paradoxes is the 

Strengthened Liar sentence: 

(L) (L) is not true. 

An informal version of the Liar argument for this sentence goes as follows: 

If we respond to the strengthened liar sentence just the way we did to the simple liar, by 
saying that the sentence is neither true nor false, then we will have to say, a fortiori, that 
the strengthened liar sentence is not true. But that the strengthened liar sentence is not true 
is precisely what the strengthened liar sentence says, and we are back in the briar patch. 
[McGee, 1990, pp. 4-5] 

The Simple Liar and the Strengthened Liar are not the only kinds of sentences that raise 

problems for the concept of truth. There are many other sentences that are problematic in one 

way or another. Consider first the Pair Liars: 

S1 S2 is true. 

S2 S1 is not true. 

It is obvious that the two sentences are paradoxical. If S1 is true, then S2 must be true, so S1 is not 

true. On the other hand, if S1 is not true, then S2 would have to be true, which means that S1 is 

true. The difficulty can be generalized to obtain Chain Liars of arbitrary length: 

S1 S2 is true. 

S2 S3 is true. 

 . 

 . 

Sn S1 is not true. 

                                                 
1 Even the dialetheists, who deny that no sentence can be both true and false, acknowledge that this principle is at 
least prima facie true. 
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Curry’s paradox is a slightly different kind of paradox of truth. One version of the paradox 

goes as follows. Consider the following sentence:  

(1) If (1) is true then God exists. 

Since (1) says that if (1) is true then God exists, one can infer (2): 

 (2) Sentence (1) is true iff if (1) is true then God exists. 

Suppose now that (3) holds.  

(3) Sentence (1) is true. 

From (2) and (3) one can derive (4): 

 (4) If (1) is true then God exists. 

From (1) and (4) one can get (5): 

(5) God exists. 

Since from the assumption of (3) one can derive (5), it follows that (6) must hold true. 

(6) If (1) is true then God exists. 

From (2) one can infer (7), 

(7) Sentence (1) is true. 

which together with (6) leads to the conclusion that (8) is true. 

(8) God exists.  

Obviously, the same argument pattern can be used to prove that God does not exist or any other 

thesis. 

Pathological Sentences 

Besides the paradoxical sentences, there are also merely pathological sentences, such as the 

Truth-Teller, the Truth-Teller Loops, or the infinite Truth-Teller. The Truth-Teller is the 

following sentence: 

(TT) (TT) is true. 
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The problem with these sentences is not that they lead to a contradiction, but that their meaning 

together with the facts in the world fail to determine a truth-value. All one can say is that (TT) is 

true if and only if (TT) is true. However, this is a mere tautology and offers no help whatsoever 

in determining whether (TT) is true. Moreover, there does not seem to be any extra piece of 

information that could determine its truth-value. Sentences of this sort raise a serious problem for 

the concept of truth, because one normally thinks that the meaning of a sentence (plus the way 

the world is) is enough to fix its truth-value. What makes things worse is the fact that the 

assumption that (TT) fails to have a truth-value leads to a contradiction.  

Other Kinds of Liars: Utterances, Mental Representations, Propositions 

The Liar paradoxes that I enumerated above are paradoxes in which ‘true’ is applied to 

sentences. However, there are many other kinds of entities that can play the role of truth-bearers. 

Thus, one can talk about true utterances, statements, beliefs, propositions, etc. The debates 

regarding which of these entities should be taken as the primary bearers of truth can be set aside. 

What matters is that all of them can be legitimately said to be true or false. It is easy to see that 

one can think of Liar paradoxes corresponding to each of these different types of truth-bearers. 

Thus, there are paradoxical utterances, such as some of the utterances of (U): 

(U) This utterance is not true. 

If (U) is uttered in a context in which the demonstrative refers to the utterance itself, then if the 

utterance is true, then it would have to be not true, and if it is not true, then it would have to be 

true. Thus, both alternatives lead to a contradiction. Unlike the previous cases, self-reference in 

(U) is achieved by using a demonstrative. Similarly, one can talk about Liar beliefs and Liar 

propositions as well as Pair Liar beliefs, Pair Liar propositions, Chain Liar beliefs, and so on. 

It will turn out to be convenient to distinguish between linguistic Liar paradoxes (such as 

Liar sentences, Liar utterances and Liar statements) and non-linguistic Liar paradoxes (such as 
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Liar beliefs and Liar propositions). I will focus on linguistic Liars in chapters three and four, but 

I will also consider the possibility of non-linguistic Liars in chapter five. 

The Concept of Truth 

A Liar sentence typically contains a predicate, ‘true’ or ‘false’, a referring expression and 

possibly a form of negation. If falsity can be characterized in terms of truth and negation (a 

sentence is false if and only if its negation is true), then the crucial notions involved in these 

paradoxes are truth and negation. This does not give enough reasons to think that there is 

something problematic with the notion of truth, as it could well be the case that it is the notion of 

negation that is responsible for the paradoxes. Nevertheless, there are some reasons to doubt that 

negation can be made responsible for the paradoxes. First of all, negation alone is not enough to 

generate a paradox. One gets a paradox only when negation is associated with a semantic notion 

(truth or another notion). Second, although negation is used in most of the Liar sentences, the 

pathological sentences, such as the Truth-teller, do not contain any expression for negation. Thus 

it would be fair to say that the Liar paradoxes reveal a difficulty with our notion of truth, a 

difficulty which becomes even more troublesome when truth is thought of in conjunction with 

the notion of negation.  

The difficulties raised by the Liar paradoxes have implications for various dimensions of 

the notion of truth. They raise problems for the property of truth, the concept of truth and for the 

meaning of ‘true’. There are various positions with respect to the difference between properties, 

concepts and meanings. It would be useful not to start from the assumption that they are 

identical. One thesis that follows from the view that I defend in this dissertation is that the 

concept of truth cannot be identical with the meaning of any predicate of English.  

However, I will mainly be concerned with the concept of truth, because this is the notion 

that plays the crucial role in our scientific, philosophical and everyday thinking. The concept of 
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truth can be divided into some subconcepts in accordance with the types of truth-bearers. One 

can talk about the concept of a true sentence of L, the concept of a true proposition or the 

concept of a true belief. Notice that while the concepts of a true proposition or of a true belief are 

non-relational, sentences can only be said to be true in a relative way. It appears that although 

sentences are often said to be true (or not true), they can only be true relative to a certain 

language: a sentence is true in L if and only if it expresses in L a true proposition. Likewise, 

utterances can be true only relative to a certain language. However, one can always turn a 

relational concept into a non-relational one by specifying the language. Thus, the concepts of a 

true sentence of English, or of a true utterance of German, are non-relational. I will occasionally 

talk about the concept of truth instead of the concept of a true sentence of English when the 

relevant features of the restricted concept extend smoothly to the concept of truth per se. 

Self-Reference 

Vicious Circularity 

It has been held that Liar paradoxes are the result of using expressions that are self-

referential or involve some circularity that is vicious. I will argue that self-reference cannot be 

made responsible for the Liar paradoxes. Poincare thought that the paradoxes discovered in set-

theory have to do with definitions that are viciously circular2. Russell shared Poincare’s belief 

and argued that all paradoxes in semantics and in mathematics involve some sort of vicious 

circularity. There actually are more phases of Russell’s thought about paradoxes3. He came out 

with the idea of developing a theory of types as early as in 1902-1903. Two years later, in 1905, 

he proposes instead the no-class theory. In 1908 he returns to his previous project of developing 

a theory of types that would avoid vicious circularity. Part of this project is trying to reject self-
                                                 
2 See Chihara [1973: 3]. 

3 See Quine’s introduction to Russell [1908a] in van Heijenoort [1967: 150-52]. 
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referential expressions as meaningless. The theory of types distinguishes between different types 

of expressions and introduces a number of restrictions that would rule out many expressions as 

not well-formed. Self-referential expressions fail to meet the requirement of being well-formed, 

and would have to be rejected as meaningless. Whatever the merits of this method for 

constructing a formal language that is free of contradictions and adequate for the purposes of 

science, it cannot be used for natural languages. First of all, not just any kind of self-

referentiality is vicious. Banning all self-referential expressions would amount to a significant 

restriction of the expressive power of natural languages. It certainly would be illegitimate to 

introduce ‘(L)’ as the name of an expression containing it, if ‘(L)’ already had a referent assigned 

to it. The introduction of the new name would be incorrect, for the same reasons we take a 

circular definition to be incorrect. However, as Kripke notes [1975: 693], there is no reason why 

the introduction of ‘Jack’ as a name for the sentence ‘Jack is short’ is illegitimate, as long as 

‘Jack’ has not already been assigned a role in the language. Moreover even if proper names were 

not available, English allows one to achieve self-reference by using demonstratives (as in the 

case of Liar utterances) or definite descriptions. There is nothing wrong with a self-referential 

sentence of the form: 

(9) The first sentence in this chapter which begins with ‘The first sentence in this 

chapter’ belongs to English.  

Even sentences such as (10) 

(10) The first sentence uttered by Russell in 1905 is not true. 

should count as legitimate, regardless of whether the first sentence Russell uttered in 1905 is (10) 

itself or a different sentence. If (10) is paradoxical, this is a contingent matter, not an intrinsic 
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feature of the sentence4. The conclusion is that self-reference is not sufficient for paradoxicality, 

and that we cannot ban paradoxical sentences for merely containing self-referential expressions. 

The “Tarskian” Hierarchy of Languages 

Very frequently the “Tarskian” hierarchy of languages is mentioned as one type of solution 

to the Liar paradoxes. I use the quotation marks because although he talks about a hierarchy of 

languages Tarski never proposes it as a solution to the Liar paradox, and he only thinks of it as 

part of the project of devising semantic notions that are appropriate for the needs of science. The 

idea behind the hierarchy of languages is to distinguish between an object-language and 

metalanguage such that the semantic notions of the object language can only be expressed in the 

metalanguage and not in the object-language itself. This way one can avoid self-referential 

sentences of the paradoxical sort. Of course, to avoid other paradoxical sentences the semantic 

notions of the metalanguage could only be part of a meta-metalanguage and so on. Although this 

strategy can provide a useful alternative notion of truth, it does not shed much light on the 

ordinary notion of truth. The hierarchy approach cannot be applied to natural languages because 

in English, for instance, it seems to be possible to talk about the semantic concepts of English. 

English appears to be its own metalanguage. The concept of a true sentence of English seems to 

be expressible in English itself, not only in a metalanguage. 

Paradoxes without Self-Reference 

There are good reasons to think that pathology and paradoxicality are not due to self 

reference. The following sentences are pathological, although they involve no self-reference5: 

Sn Sn+1 is true. 

                                                 
4 See Kripke [1975] for other examples of contingent Liars. 

5 Herzberger [1970: 150]. 
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Each sentence in this infinite list says about the next sentence in the list that it is true. Although 

these sentences are not paradoxical, they are pathological in the same way the Truth-Teller is. 

The meaning of the sentences in this list, together with the way the world is, does not suffice to 

determine their truth-values. As Herzberger puts it, these sentences involve a “vicious semantic 

regress but no vicious circle”.6  

  Moreover, Yablo provides an example of sentences that are paradoxical, although they do 

not involve self-reference7. This means that self-reference is neither necessary nor sufficient for 

paradoxicality. Consider an infinite list of sentences of the form8: 

Si = ‘For all k > i, Sk is untrue’. 

One can run a Liar argument for each sentence in the list. If there is a sentence, Sn, in this list that 

is true, it would follow that Sk is true, for all k > n. From this one can derive a contradiction, 

because on the one hand, Sn+1 would have to be untrue, and, on the other hand, it would have to 

be true, because all Sk for k > n+1 are untrue, and this is what Sn+1 says. If all sentences in the list 

are untrue, then they would also have to be true, because for any sentence, all subsequent 

sentences are untrue. 

Truth-Value Gaps 

Many attempts to solve the Liar paradox involve saying that the Liar sentence lacks a 

truth-value: it is neither true nor false (it is customary to call such sentences gappy, because they 

fall in the gap between truth and falsity). Gappy sentences are possible if the following principle, 

the principle of bivalence, is false: 

                                                 
6 Herzberger [1970: 150]. 

7 It has been held that Yablo’s paradox implicitly involves self-reference. Nevertheless, this can only be plausible if 
self-reference is understood in a very loose way. No self-reference of the sort we are familiar with from the classical 
Liar paradoxes is present in Yablo’s paradox.  

8 Yablo [1993: 251-52]. 
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(Biv)  Every sentence is either true or false9. 

The rejection of Biv indeed succeeds in blocking the most common version of a Simple Liar 

argument (although, as it emerges from the next sections, there are other arguments that show 

that the Simple Liar remains paradoxical even in the absence of Biv). This argument involves, 

besides the logical principles and the principle of bivalence, the following three principles: 

(I)   (L0) = ‘(L0) is false.’ 

(SNC) No sentence is both true and false. 

(T)  ‘S’ is true in English iff S. 

(I) is an identity sentence that holds by stipulation, (SNC), the principle of semantic non-

contradiction, is an intuitively true principle that captures a relation between truth and falsity, 

while (T) is a schema that is supposed to hold for any replacement of ‘S’ with sentences of 

English from an appropriately restricted class.10 It is widely agreed that it is part of what we 

mean by ‘true’ that the T-biconditionals should be true.11 The Simple Liar argument goes like 

this: 

1. ‘(L0) is false’ is true iff (L0) is false.                              <from (T)> 

2. (L0) is true iff (L0) is false.                         <from (Id) and (Subst)> 

3. [(L0) is true and (L0) is false] or [(L0) is not true and (L0) is not false]  

 <from MatEquiv,2> 

4. ~[(L0) is not true and (L0) is not false.]                                      <from DeMorgan, Biv> 

5. (L0) is true and (L0) is false.                                                   <from DS, 3,4> 

                                                 
9 It is assumed that the principle is restricted to meaningful declarative sentences. Otherwise, it would be trivially 
false. 

10 It is not enough to restrict this class to meaningful declarative sentences. One should also exclude defective 
sentences as well as context sensitive sentences.  

11 Some hold that this is all that is meant by ‘true’.   
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6. [(L0) is true and (L0) is false.] and ~[(L0) is true and (L0) is false.] <from (SNC), 5> 

The principles of logic that are employed in the argument are Material Equivalence (MatEquiv), 

De Morgan’s, Disjunctive Syllogism (DS) - these are all familiar principles that can be found in 

any introductory textbook in classical logic - and (Subst), the principle of the intersubstitutivity 

of identicals, which enables one to replace identicals for identicals and preserve the truth value: 

(Subst)  If A = B, then ϕ(A) ≡ ϕ(A/B), 

where ‘ϕ(A/B)’ is the result of replacing one or more occurrences of ‘A’ in ‘ϕ(A)’ with ‘B’, for 

any formula ϕ.  

Since this Simple Liar argument appeals to the principle of bivalence, a defender of a truth-

value gap approach is able to block it by denying this principle. Unfortunately, the mere rejection 

of the principle of bivalence is not enough to solve the Liar paradoxes. One reason is that there 

are other Liar sentences, such as the Strengthened Liar, that allow one to run a Liar argument 

that is similar to the one above, but does not involve the principle of bivalence. The other reason 

is that even for the Simple Liar, one can run a Liar argument that is slightly more complex, but 

does not appeal to the principle of bivalence. I will discuss each of the two kinds of argument in 

the next two sections. 

Strengthened Liars and the Principle of Bivalence 

So far as I know, the expression ‘The Strengthened Liar’ has been introduced in the 

literature on paradoxes by Baas van Fraassen, who uses it to apply to those sentences that have 

been “designed especially for those enlightened philosophers who are not taken in by 

bivalence”.12 The idea is that if there are truth-value gaps, one can construct a sentence that 

                                                 
12 van Fraassen [1968: 147]. 
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closes off that gap. The Strengthened Liar, (L), is just one of the sentences that play this role. 

Another sentence that will do is: 

(L’)  (L’) is either false or gappy. 

A sentence that closes the gap explicitly is sometimes called a Revenge Liar, but the terminology 

is far from being uniform. There is agreement in counting (L0) as a Simple (or ordinary) Liar. 

However, there is disagreement with respect to the appropriate label for (L) and (L’). Some take 

(L) to be a Simple Liar13 which should be contrasted with (L’), which they call a Strengthened 

Liar; others take (L) to be a Strengthened Liar, while (L’) is either another Strengthened Liar or a 

Revenge Liar. The important difference is between sentences that are paradoxical only in the 

presence of the principle of bivalence, and sentences that remain paradoxical even if this 

principle is dropped. This criterion presumably makes (L0) a Simple Liar and both (L) and (L’) 

Strengthened Liars, because both (L) and (L’) allow a straightforward way to run a Liar 

argument in the absence of the principle of bivalence. I will keep naming (L0) the Simple Liar 

and (L) the Strengthened Liar (when there is no risk of ambiguity, I will call the latter simply the 

Liar); as I argue in the next section, the criterion that has been proposed (no paradoxicality in the 

absence of bivalence) fails to discriminate between the two types of sentences.  

One version of a Liar argument for the Strengthened Liar goes as follows: 

1. ‘(L) is not true’ is true iff (L) is not true    [from (T)] 

2. (L) is true iff (L) is not true  [from (1) and (Subst)] 

3. (L) is true assumption 

4. If (L) is true, then (L) is not true     Mat. Equiv, 2 

5. (L) is not true MP 3, 4 

6. (L) is true and (L) is not true     Conj. 3, 5 

7. (L) is not true RA 3, 6 
                                                 
13 Gupta and Belnap [1993] take L* to be a Simple Liar. 
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8. If (L) is not true, then (L) is true Mat equiv. 2 

9. (L) is true MP 7, 8 

10. (L) is true and (L) is not true Conj. 7, 9    

What this argument appeals to is inference by reductio ad absurdum14; this is a weaker principle 

than the principle of bivalence. Since no appeal has been made to the principle of Bivalence, the 

mere rejection of bivalence fails to block the argument. One could object that the first premise is 

not available if (L) is neither true nor false on the grounds that the T-schema is not supposed to 

hold for gappy sentences. Nevertheless, saying that (L) is gappy would entail that (L) is not true. 

But this is what (L) says, so (L) should be true; once again, one can derive a contradiction. The 

very fact that (L) expresses in English the thought that (L) is not true prevents one from solving 

the paradox. 

The idea of closing off the gap works as a general recipe for producing paradoxical 

sentences that resist all the alleged solutions to the Liar paradoxes that divide sentences in three 

categories (instead of two): true/neither true nor false/false (or true/gap/false); 

true/ungrounded/false [Herzberger 1970]; stably true/pathological/stably false [Gupta 1993]; 

definitely true/unsettled/definitely not true [McGee, 1990]. In each of these cases, one can 

construct in English a Liar sentence that says about itself that it belongs in either the second or 

the third category. In all these cases, it seems that one cannot block the argument, because there 

is a sentence of the language that must be true if the Liar sentence itself is not. This sentence 

either says about itself that it is not true, or it says that it is either false or 

                                                 
14 One can also run a Liar argument for the Strengthened Liar that used the principle of the Excluded Middle instead 
of reductio ad absurdum.  

1. ‘(L) is not true’ is true iff (L) is not true      [from (T)] 
           2. (L) is true iff (L) is not true  [from (1) and (Subst)] 
           3. Either [(L) is true and (L) is not true] or [~((L) is true) and ~((L) is not true)]  [Mat.Equiv. 2] 
           4. Either [(L) is true and (L) is not true] or ~[(L) is true or (L) is not true]        [DeMorgan’s 3  
           5. ~~[(L) is true or (L) is not true]        [DN, EM] 
           6. (L) is true and (L) is not true     [DS 4,5] 
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gappy/ungrounded/pathological. Again, it is the expressive power of English that causes the 

failure of these attempts to solve the paradoxes. 

The fact that the Liar remains paradoxical in the absence of bivalence is enough to show 

that the rejection of this principle cannot offer a general solution to the Liar paradoxes. An 

inquiry regarding whether the Simple Liar paradox survives in the absence of bivalence would be 

superfluous. Nevertheless, a discussion of a controversy surrounding the status of the Simple 

Liar paradox will prove to be useful, because it brings to light some principles (the excluded 

middle, RA) that are used also in the Strengthened Liar paradox and might be considered 

unavailable in the absence of the principle of bivalence. 

Martin’s Simple Liar Argument 

It is commonly thought that the mere rejection of the principle of bivalence is enough to 

offer a solution to the Simple Liar paradox, but it fails to solve the Strengthened Liar paradox. 

Robert Martin15 argues that, contrary to what is commonly thought, the rejection of that principle 

does not offer a straightforward solution to the Simple Liar paradox. This means that the Simple 

Liar “is actually just as independent of the principle of bivalence as its big brother”.16  

To defend this thesis, Martin shows how an argument that leads to inconsistency could be 

built even in the absence of the principle of bivalence:   

Let s0 be the ordinary Liar. First, we show that s0 is not false, as follows: suppose s0 is 
false; then, since that is what it says, it is true, and hence not false. (Principle: no sentence 
is both true and false.) Therefore, s0 is not false. But now we can see that s0 is false, since 
s0 says something the negation of which (s0 is not false) is true. (Principle: a sentence is 
false if its negation is true.) Thus a contradiction. [Martin 1984: 2] 

Martin is explicit about some of the semantic principles involved in his argument. Thus, he is 

explicitly committed to all the instances of the following schemas 
                                                 
15 A similar argument has been put forward by Burge [1984: 88, fn.8]. 

16 Martin [1984: 2]. 
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(SNC) ~(T(⎡A⎤) & F(⎡A⎤)) 

(F)    T(⎡~A⎤) → F(⎡A⎤)  

and, in a less explicit way, to the instances of the T-schema:          

(T)  T(⎡A⎤) ↔ A 

In addition, there are some principles of logic that are not made explicit. Given these (logical and 

semantic) premises, Martin’s argument shows that the Simple Liar sentence is paradoxical.17  

In order for a truth-value gap account to succeed in solving the Simple Liar, one would 

have to argue that some of the principles involved in Marin’s argument are not true. One could 

reject some of the principles of logic that have been used, or one could reject principles such as 

(F) and (T). I will discuss some of these alternatives below. 

Choice Negation versus Exclusion Negation  

Beall and Bueno [2002] argue that Martin’s argument fails to establish the conclusion, 

because (F) together with (T) and classical logic entail the principle of bivalence.18 I will discuss 

this objection against Martin in the next section. In this section I will focus on the implicit 

suggestion that one could avoid the Simple Liar paradox by rejecting (F). Martin’s version of the 

Simple Liar argument takes (F) to be a platitude derived from our notions of truth, falsity and 

negation.  

Do we have good reasons to think that (F) is true? If there are only two alternatives for a 

sentence (true or false; i.e., Bivalence holds), then the principle of falsity holds trivially. If there 

are three alternatives, it might not be immediately clear whether it holds or not. There is a 

correlation between the falsity principle and the way negation is interpreted. Let us assume that 

                                                 
17 In fact, one can derive the contradiction from weaker principles. Thus, the right-to-left direction of the T-schema 
would be enough.  

18 My criticism against the objection raised by Beall and Bueno is an adaptation of [Badici 2005: 25-39]. 
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the meaning of negation is determined by a truth-table. In cases in which there is a third 

alternative for a sentence (besides truth and falsity), the truth table for negation has normally 

been taken to be given by Kleene’s three-valued schema (Table 1). This notion of negation is 

usually called choice negation. According to Kleene’s schema, if a sentence lacks a truth value 

(is indeterminate), then the negation of that sentence also lacks a truth value. If negation is 

interpreted as choice negation, then the principle of falsity clearly holds, because if ~A is true 

(the last row), then A is false. It can also be noticed that classical logic does not hold. For 

instance, the principle of the excluded middle is violated. If a sentence is neither true nor false, 

then neither it, nor its negation holds.19 On the other hand, all assumptions involved in Martin’s 

argument are consistent with this interpretation of negation. Thus, it is natural to think that 

Martin interpreted negation as choice negation.  

Nevertheless, it has been claimed that choice negation is not the unique way to interpret 

negation and, moreover, that it does not reflect the way negation functions in English. The 

alternative interpretation is called exclusion negation and is characterized by a truth-table (Table 

2) which assigns truth to the negation of an indeterminate sentence. If negation is interpreted as 

exclusion negation, then the principle of falsity does not hold (to be more specific, it does not 

hold if there are more than two possibilities for a sentence). One cannot infer that a sentence is 

false from the fact that its negation is true. This is shown by the second row of the corresponding 

truth table: the negation of the sentence is true, but the sentence itself is indeterminate. What this 

means is that if negation is interpreted as exclusion negation, one can no longer run a Martin-

style Liar argument for the Simple Liar. Either Bivalence holds, in which case one certainly can 

run a Liar argument (however, this was not a matter of controversy), or it does not hold, in which 

                                                 
19 The principle of the excluded middle might hold under some non-standard semantics for the logical connectives. 
For instance, it might be true under a supervaluationist semantics. 
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case (F) is no longer available. To put things differently, if negation is interpreted as exclusion 

negation, (F) entails Bivalence. Thus, if negation is exclusion negation, Martin’s argument fails 

to support the claim that the Simple Liar remains problematic in the absence of Bivalence. He is 

not allowed to use (F) as a premise, since, together with exclusion negation (one does not even 

need to assume classical logic), it entails Bivalence and, thus, makes a “neither true nor false” 

account impossible. 

The question is which of the two alternative interpretations of negation corresponds to how 

negation works in English? I think that an analysis of the main kinds of English sentences that 

are candidates for being neither true nor false shows that negation functions in accordance with 

Kleene’s three-valued schema. Among the sentences that are candidates for being neither true 

nor false one normally counts sentences containing vacuous names, sentences involving category 

mistakes, sentences containing vague predicates, moral sentences (according to some views in 

metaethics), etc. If one takes sentences of this sort to be gappy, it is hard to see what reasons one 

could have to take their negations to be true, rather than gappy. Normally, a sentence that lacks a 

truth value is said to be meaningless, or to be meaningful but to fail to express a proposition. If 

negation were interpreted as exclusion negation, then the negation of a meaningless sentence 

would have to become meaningful (and true); moreover, the negation of a sentence that fails to 

express a proposition would have to express a true proposition20. Thus, the view that English 

negation is exclusion negation is contrary to our intuitions. Keith Simmons21 tries to defend the 

claim that English negation is exclusion negation by saying that if one thinks that (S) is 

meaningless, from ‘(S) is meaningless’ one wants to infer ‘(S) is not true’. This is possible, 

                                                 
20 The difficulty is more vivid in the case of moral sentences. If a moral sentence is taken to express an emotion, its 
negation would have to express a true proposition. 

21 Simmons [1993: 54]. 
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according to him, only if ‘not’ is understood as exclusion negation, because ‘not true’, in the last 

mentioned sentence, is not equivalent to ‘false’. It is hard to see how this non-equivalence can 

justify interpreting ‘not’ as exclusion negation. Contrary to what Simmons suggests, choice 

negation does not take ‘false’ to be equivalent to ‘not true’; it takes the claim that a certain 

sentence is false to be equivalent to the claim that its negation is true.  

The current understanding of the distinction between choice negation and exclusion 

negation originates with van Fraassen: 

Following Mannoury – though narrowing his meaning somewhat – we can draw the 
following distinction: 
 (a) choice negation: (not-A) is true (respectively, false) if and only if A is false 
(respectively, true); 
 (b) exclusion negation: (not-A) is true if and only if A is not true, and false otherwise. 
…Of course if the principle of bivalence holds (that A is always either true or false), then 
the distinction collapses. [van Fraassen 1969:69]       

Throughout his paper van Fraassen uses only choice negation, as the most natural interpretation 

of negation, and mentions exclusive negation merely as an alternative that is used in the 

literature. It is interesting to notice that the meaning of exclusion negation has not only been 

somewhat narrowed, but significantly changed and that there are few things in common between 

Mannoury’s distinction between exclusion negation and choice negation and the distinction that 

is introduced by van Fraassen and has become familiar in the more recent literature. Mannoury22 

is concerned with offering an account of those elements of mathematical thinking that are not 

given in sensory intuition and cannot be derived from it. In particular, notions such as infinity or 

parallelism cannot be given in sensory intuition. Mannoury’s explanation of how we can acquire 

this kind of notions involves exclusion negation which is distinguished from choice negation. 

Beth explains the distinction between the two kinds of negation as follows: 

                                                 
22 The discussion on Mannoury’s views of negation is based on [Beth 1965]. 
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The choice negation presupposes a disjunction of possibilities; the negation of one of these 
possibilities then implies the assertion that one of the remaining possibilities is realized. 
The exclusion negation presupposes no such disjunction of possibilities; therefore it is, 
unlike the choice negation, incapable of a positive interpretation. It merely excludes one 
possibility without making any assertion regarding possible alternatives. According to 
Mannoury, the exclusion negation, more than choice negation, has an emotional character. 
[Beth, 1965: 20] 

It is essential for exclusion negation that there is an emotional component that is part of its 

meaning. This enables Mannoury to explain how the notion of infinity can be grasped even 

though it cannot be given in empirical intuition. Infinity is the negation of the finite, but the 

negation must be understood as exclusive negation. Choice negation would require infinity to be 

the alternative possibility which is given independently of the act of negation. This would be 

impossible. We acquire the notion of infinity by an (emotional) rejection of the finite. One can 

see that the difference between choice and exclusion negation made by Mannoury has nothing to 

do with how negation is interpreted when there are truth-value gaps. The distinction would apply 

equally well to bivalent and to non-bivalent systems.  

Although the two types of negation are often presented as the two main competitors in the 

literature, it is only choice negation that has been employed as the natural interpretation. Kleene, 

for instance, interprets negation as choice negation in his systems of 3-valued logics.23 Parsons 

even went as far as to deny that there could be languages whose negation is exclusion negation.24 

One can infer that an attempt to block Martin’s argument by denying (F) fails because it would 

depend on an interpretation of negation that does not have much in common with English 

negation. 

                                                 
23 Exclusion negation would count for Kleene [1952] as an irregular connective (regular connectives are such that “a 
given column (row) contains t in the u row (column), only if the column (row) consists entirely of t’s; and likewise 
for f” [1952: 334]. He was not interested in irregular connectives, because they are not partial recursive operations.  

24 Parsons [1984]. 
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The Principle of Bivalence and Classical Logic  

The objection Beall and Bueno raise against the thesis that the Simple Liar remains 

paradoxical even in the absence of the principle of bivalence is not that Martin’s argument is 

invalid, but that his assumptions are too strong. In order for Martin’s thesis to be justified, it is 

not enough to show that a contradiction can be derived without appealing to Bivalence. One 

needs to show that the contradiction can be derived from premises that do not entail Bivalence. 

The problem is that, as Beall and Bueno showed by a nine step proof, “(T) and (F), given 

classical propositional logic (CPL), entail Bivalence”.25  

I will argue that neither Martin’s Simple Liar argument nor the Strengthened Liar 

argument presuppose classical logic. The contradiction can be obtained from principles that are 

weaker than classical logic. In particular, the argumentation strategy employed by Beall and 

Bueno is misguided because they assume that classical logic is a presupposition of Martin’s 

argument. It is true that if one wants to give an account of the Liar paradox by saying that the 

Simple Liar is neither true nor false, one should not be committed to principles that entail 

Bivalence. Nevertheless, there is nothing in what Martin says that suggests a commitment to 

classical logic. It is true that the principles of classical logic have at least prima facie plausibility 

and that they cannot be rejected unless there is some pressure in this direction. However, a 

“neither true nor false” account of the Liar paradoxes usually comes together with the denial of 

                                                 
25 Here is the proof, quoted from Beall and Bueno [2002: 24] (I formulated the proof in a footnote only, because it is 
not its validity that I am concerned with).  

0. T<A> ↔ A              [T] 
1. ~T<A> ↔ ~A                [0, MTT] 
2. T<~A> ↔ ~A                  [T] 
3. ~T<A> ↔ T<~A>           [1,2, Transitivity] 
4. ~T<A>                              [Premiss, for CP] 
5. T<~A>                              [3,4, MPP] 
6. T<~A> → F<A>             [F] 
7. F<A>                                [5,6, MPP] 
8. ~T<A> → F<A>             [4,7, CP] 
9.  T<A> V F<A>                [8, CPL equivalence and DNE]  
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classical logic.26 One reason to deny classical logic when the principle of bivalence is rejected is 

offered by Alfred Tarski who argues that (T) and classical logic alone imply a version of the 

principle of bivalence.  

…we can deduce from our definition [Tarski’s definition of truth] various laws of a general 
nature. In particular, we can prove with its help the laws of contradiction and of excluded 
middle … These semantic laws should not be identified with the related logical laws of 
contradiction and excluded middle… ; the latter belong to the sentential calculus … and do 
not involve the term “true” at all. [Tarski 1944: 354] 

Tarski’s point is that his definition (in particular, the T-biconditionals that are entailed by his 

definition), together with classical logic, are enough to prove the semantic laws of non-

contradiction and excluded middle. More precisely, given the (logical) principle of the excluded 

middle  

(EM)  A V ~A 

and the following two biconditionals  

(T)  T(⎡A⎤) ↔ A 

(T*)  T(⎡~A⎤) ↔ ~A 

one can infer 

(SEM)  T(⎡A⎤) V T(⎡~A⎤) 

In fact, only the right-to-left directions of (T) and (T*) are needed to infer (SEM). (SEM) 

expresses the semantic law of the excluded middle. This is taken by Tarski to be one of the laws 

“which are so characteristic of the Aristotelian conception of truth” and is considered by many to 

be one way to express the principle of bivalence.27 If (SEM) is accepted as an alternative 

                                                 
26 One should not be misled by the fact that Kripke thought acceptance of truth value gaps to be compatible with 
classical logic. Classical logic was understood by him to be a set of principles that apply to propositions, while here 
it is supposed to apply to sentences. See Kripke [1984: 64-5, fn. 19]. 

27 See McGee [1990: 104 & 179] and Gupta and Belnap [1993: 224]. 
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formulation of Bivalence, then this already shows that those “who are not taken in by Bivalence” 

(to use van Fraassen’s formula quoted by Beall and Bueno28) must reject classical logic. 

Certainly, Tarski’s remarks fall short of showing that classical logic and (T) entail Bivalence, 

because (SEM) is different from Bivalence. In order to derive Bivalence, one needs, in addition 

to classical logic and (T), a principle connecting the predicates of truth and falsity. One principle 

that would do the trick is (F) itself, a principle which is well supported by the way we think of 

truth, falsity and negation, and which Martin rightly appeals to in his argument. It can be noticed 

that Bivalence follows immediately from (SEM) and (F).29 It is unlikely that Martin was not 

aware that Bivalence follows from these principles. Given his explicit commitment to (F), as 

well as his commitment to the Truth Principle, it follows that he could not have been committed 

to (EM); this means that he could not have been committed to classical logic either.30  

Reductio ad Absurdum versus Reductio ad Gapsurdum 

It remains possible to save the truth-value gap account by saying that although Martin’s 

argument and the strengthened Liar argument do not assume classical logic, they are nonetheless 

using laws of logic that are strong enough to entail the principle of Bivalence. Notice that the 

mere denial of classical logic is not enough to save Martin’s argument from troubles. One could 

                                                 
28 Beall and Bueno [2002: 23].  

29 Thus, one can formulate a shorter proof meant to prove the same thing as the nine step proof offered by Beall and 
Bueno: 

1. A V ~A                                             (EM) 
2. A → T(⎡A⎤)                                       (T) 
3. ~A → T(⎡~A⎤)                                  (T*) 
4. (A → T(⎡A⎤)) & (~A → T(⎡~A⎤))     (Addition) 
5. T(⎡A⎤) V T(⎡~A⎤)                               (Constructive dilemma)  
6. T(⎡A⎤) V F(⎡A⎤)                    by (F*) 

30 It is possible to reject bivalence and keep classical logic, as van Fraassen’s work on presuppositions illustrates. 
However, van Fraassen was able to do this because he denied the T-schema. See the end of this chapter for more 
details about this approach. 
 



 

39 

argue that, even though he is not explicitly committed to classical logic, the logical principles he 

appeals to in his argument entail, together with (T) and (F), the principle of bivalence. Martin did 

not make all principles of logic used in his argument explicit, so there are more ways to 

reconstruct the argument. One quite plausible way to reconstruct it would involve an application 

of reductio ad absurdum: 

1. (L0) is false.                                Assumption 

2. ‘(L0) is false’ is true.                          from (T) 

         3. (L0) is true                  from 2 and (Intersubstitutivity) 

         4. (L0) is not false.                               from 3 and (SNC) 

         5. (L0) is false and (L0) is not false.          from 1 and 4 

6. (L0) is not false                                              RA 

7. ‘(L0) is not false’ is true                              from 6 and (T) 

8. ‘(L0) is false’ is false                from 7 and (F) 

9. (L0) is false                  from 8 and (Intersubstitutivity) 

10. (L0) is false and (L0) is not false                from 6 and 9 

Line (6) in this argument is inferred by an application of reductio ad absurdum (RA). It is true 

that a commitment to RA does not presuppose a commitment to classical logic, or, at least, to the 

principle of the excluded middle. In intuitionist logic, for instance, the principle of the excluded 

middle fails, even though RA is valid.31 Nevertheless, the appeal to RA remains problematic in a 

context in which one drops Bivalence and allows sentences that are neither true nor false. If a 

certain assumption leads to a contradiction, it seems illegitimate to infer the negation of that 

assumption, because it might happen that both that assumption and its negation lack a truth 

value. It is natural for the defender of a truth-value gap view to also reject RA. It is important to 

notice that this is a point that applies equally well to the Simple and the Strengthened Liar 

                                                 
31 I am indebted to Graham Priest for pointing this out to me. 
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arguments because both involve applications of RA. Thus, a Liar sentence is problematic (in a 

context in which truth-value gaps are allowed) only if an inconsistency can be derived from even 

weaker principles of logic. In particular, it should be derivable from principles that do not 

include EM or RA.  

I think that what makes the inconsistency hard to avoid is our commitment to some 

semantic principles rooted in the intuitions we have about the use of ‘true’ and ‘false’ which help 

one run a Liar argument from principles of logic that do not include EM and RA. One rule that 

can replace RA in the Liar argument is a rule that allows one to infer from the fact that a certain 

assumption leads to a contradiction the claim that the assumption is not true; I will call this rule 

reductio ad gapsurdum (RG).32 If reductio ad absurdum sanctions as valid inferences of the form 

A                   Assumption 
. 
. 
B & ~B 
~A                   RA 

reductio ad gapsurdum sanctions as valid inferences of the following form:  

A                    Assumption 
. 
. 
B & ~B 
~T(⎡A⎤)          RG 

The new rule accommodates the possibility that the assumption that leads to a contradiction is a 

gappy sentence (neither true nor false). Whether a sentence is false or gappy, we still want to say 

that it is not true. Given that the truth predicate plays an essential role in RG, this is not a logical 

rule of inference, but rather a semantic principle. In fact, RG can be seen as a consequence of 

one of two semantic rules that are rooted in the way we think of the predicates of truth and 

                                                 
32 The expression occurred during a conversation with Greg Ray. 
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falsity. The two rules can be called the T-closing-off33 rule (TC) and the F-closing-off rule (FC) 

and they apply as follows: 

TC-rule: T(⎡A⎤)          Assumption 
   . 
   . 

B & ~B 
~T(⎡A⎤)        TC 

FC-rule: F(⎡A⎤)                   Assumption 
   . 
   . 

B & ~B 
~F(⎡A⎤)                 FC 

TC and FC can be thought of as restrictions of RA to attributions of truth and falsity. However, 

they are semantic rules of inference, because the truth-preservation is not guaranteed by the 

meaning of logical terms alone; one also needs to take the meanings of the truth and falsity 

predicates into account.  

The new version of the Strengthened Liar argument would be34: 

1. ‘(L) is not true’ is true iff (L) is not true        [from (T)] 

2. (L) is true iff (L) is not true               [from (1) and (Subst)] 

3. (L) is true              assumption 

4. If (L) is true, then (L) is not true                    Mat. Equiv, 2 

5. (L) is not true MP,3,4 

6. (L) is true and (L) is not true  Conj, 3,5 
                                                 
33 The name is inspired by Kripke’s ‘closing off’ locution, used to refer to an interpretation of the truth predicate 
according to which if a sentence is gappy, then the sentence that attributes truth to it is false, and its negation is true. 
See Kripke [1984: 80-81].  

34 Revenge Liar argument for the Strengthened Liar (appeals to TEM instead of EM): 
           1. ‘(L) is not true’ is true iff (L) is not true                                    [from (T)] 
           2. (L) is true iff (L) is not true                                              [from (1) and (Subst)] 
           3. Either [(L) is true and (L) is not true] or [~((L) is true) and ~((L) is not true)]  Mat.Equiv.,2 
           4. Either [(L) is true and (L) is not true] or ~[(L) is true or (L) is not true]            DeMorgan’s, 3  
           5. ~~[(L) is true or (L) is not true]                                                   DN, TEM 
           6. (L) is true and (L) is not true                                                        DS, 4,5 
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7. ‘(L) is true’is not true    RG 3,6 (Reductio ad gapsurdum) 

8. ‘(L) is true’ is true iff (L) is true                   [from (T)] 

9. ‘(L) is true’ is not true iff (L) is not true       Contraposition, 8 

10. (L) is not true [from 7 and 9] 

11. If (L) is not true, then (L) is true               [from 2] 

12. (L) is true MP,10,11 

13. (L) is true and (L) is not true              Conj., 10,12  

One can also reformulate Martin’s argument such that it no longer appeals to RA, but rather to 

FC: 

1. (L) is false.                             Assumption 

             2. ‘(L) is false’ is true.                     from (T) 

             3. (L) is true                from (2) and (Intersubstitutivity) 

             4. (L) is not false.                 from (3) and (SNC) 

             5. (L) is false and (L) is not false     from (1) and (4) 

6. (L) is not false                                           FC 

7. ‘(L) is not false’ is true                  from (6) and (T) 

8. ‘(L) is false’ is false                  from (7) and (F) 

9. (L) is false                  from (8) and (Intersubstitutivity) 

10. (L) is false and (L) is not false                  from (6) and (9) 

In fact, the only difference between the former and the latter version of the argument is that line 

6 is this time inferred by an application of FC, instead of RA. Do we have adequate reason to 

think that TC and FC hold? I think that not only closing-off rules of inference, but also closing-

off principles like  

TC*  T(⎡A⎤) V ~T(⎡A⎤)       [every sentence is either true or not true]  

FC*  F(⎡A⎤) V ~F(⎡A⎤)       [every sentence is either false or not false] 
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are grounded in the way we think of the concepts of truth and falsity. Unlike ‘bald’ or ‘smidget’, 

the predicates of truth and falsity are neither vague35 nor only partially defined.36 Of course, 

when TC* and FC* are held to be true, it is assumed that English is able to express the closing-

off principles. Their denial would conflict with the thesis that English is universal. 

Thus, as long as one is committed to the universality of English, both the Simple and the 

Strengthened Liar allow one to construct a paradoxical argument from very weak premises that 

do not entail the principle of bivalence. 

The T-Schema 

Another way one could try to block the Liar argument is to reject the T-schema. In fact, it 

is well known that the schema cannot work in its full generality. There are context sensitive 

sentences that require some adjustment to the general schema. There are also good reasons to 

think that the schema, in particular the right-to-left direction does not hold for gappy sentences.37 

The antecedent of the right-to-left conditional is gappy, while the consequent is false. Even 

though there might be weak systems of logic that would still make these instances of the 

conditional true, it seems that it would be more plausible to say that they are not true. There are 

two reasons why denying the T-schema is not very appealing. First of all, even though some 

instances of (T) might not be true, this does not mean that the principle does not have initial 

plausibility, at least when it is applied to sentences that are not semantically defective. There is 

no good reason to think that Liar sentences are semantically defective, other than the fact that 
                                                 
35 There have been attempts to treat ‘true’ as a vague predicate. See, for instance, McGee [1990]. I think however 
that it would be a mistake to think that ‘truth’ inherits the vagueness of the vague predicates of English. A sentence 
like ‘‘Harry is bald’ is true’, where Harry is a borderline case, is more appropriately treated as false rather than as 
neither true nor false. 

36 Soames [1990: 164] introduced ‘smidget’ as an example of a partially defined predicate. Its meaning is defined, 
roughly, by the following stipulative clauses: i) ‘smidget’ applies to all adults less than four feet tall; ii) ‘smidget’ 
fails to apply to any adults more than five feet tall; iii) ‘smidget’ fails to apply to nonadults.  

37 I am grateful to Kirk Ludwig for bringing this possibility to my attention. 
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they are paradoxical. Second, some weaker principles suffice to enable one to run a Liar 

argument. I made the assumption (granted by Beall and Bueno) that Martin is committed to the 

T-schema, even though this commitment is not made explicit in his argument. However, a couple 

of paragraphs before, Martin takes the Truth Principle, repeated here, 

(Truth Principle)  A sentence is true if, and only if, what it says is the case. 

to be part of the assumptions that make the Liar arguments possible. I think Martin took it to 

entail that the instances of (T) are true.38 Anyway, when he runs the Liar arguments, Martin in 

fact employs a rule of inference that is weaker than (T): 

(R1) ‘S’ says that A 

(R2) A 

(R3) Therefore, ‘S’ is true. 

This rule of inference holds even if ‘A’ is replaced by a gappy sentence, and is enough to run the 

Simple Liar argument. 

One account that denies the T-schema (although it remains committed to some slightly 

weaker rules of inferences) is the presuppositional account proposed by Bas van Fraassen. van 

Fraassen denies the principle of bivalence, but he wants to stay committed to the principles of 

classical logic, including the principle of excluded middle; he is also committed to the principle 

of falsity, although he only thinks of it as a more convenient way to think of negation, truth and 

falsity. Inspired by Strawson’s work on presuppositions, van Fraassen develops a semantic 

account according to which some sentences have presuppositions that need to be met in order for 

them to be true or false. He is able to reject bivalence and preserve classical logic because he 

                                                 
38 One can add some restrictions to exclude context sensitive sentences. The Simple Liar will not be affected by a 
restriction of this sort. 
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denies the T-schema. Although the T-schema does not hold, there are some other principles that 

capture the intuitions speakers have with respect to the meaning of ‘true’: 

The argument from A to It is true that A is of course valid, as is the converse argument. 

But we shall in general reject the material equivalence of the two sentences, in order to block the 

inference from (A or not-A) to (True<A> or True<not-A>), because the former is valid even 

when neither A nor not-A is true.39 

Thus, the T-schema fails, because the right-to-left direction fails. Nevertheless, the 

following two inferences are valid: 

A 

Therefore, T<A>. 

and 

T<A> 

Therefore, A 

Paradoxical arguments would have the form: 

T<A>; hence A; hence ~T<A> 

~T<A>; hence A; hence T<A> 

The Simple Liar paradox is solved by the rejection of bivalence. Since both it and its negation 

entail a contradiction, it follows that the Simple Liar presupposes a contradiction. Given that its 

presupposition fails, the Simple Liar would have to be neither true nor false. There is a lesson 

that needs to be drawn from the Simple Liar: 

This I shall call the basic lesson of the Liar paradox: even assertions of truth or falsity do 
not in general satisfy the law of bivalence. [van Fraassen 1968: 148] 

                                                 
39 van Fraassen [1978: 15]. 
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The Strengthened Liar teaches an additional lesson. Not only would the Strengthened Liar have 

to be gappy, but also T<(L)> because T<(L)> presupposes (L). One would have to deny not only 

bivalence, but also a principle such as: 

(*) T<Y> is true, or T<~Y> is true, or ~T<Y> & ~T<~Y> is true. 

Thus, one thing the Strenghtened Liar paradox shows is that although (L) is neither true nor 

false, the truth or non-truth of (L) is not expressed by T<(L)>, but by some other true sentence of 

the language, ~T<T<(L)>>. Although T<(L)> is gappy, the sentence T<T<(L)>> can have a 

truth-value (in particular, it is false, and ~T<T<(L)>> is true). Thus, van Fraassen links the 

Strengthened Liar with the issue of expressibility: some truths about (L) fail to be expressed by 

the sentence that appears to have been designed for this job, but is expressed by some other 

sentence. Moreover, the problem can be generalized. There are Strengthened Strengthened Liars 

(such as ~T<T<A>>, Strengthened Strengthened Strengthened Liars, etc. van Fraassen manages 

to argue that there are also infinitely paradoxical sentences, that is, sentences whose truth or non-

truth cannot be expressed by any sentence in the language. Thus, the solution to the Liar 

paradoxes is possible by acknowledging some limits to the expressive power of the language. I 

think that this is a fruitful idea, although van Fraassen did not show how his remarks can be 

applied to natural languages. The proofs he constructs involve formal languages, but he wants 

the results to hold for natural languages too, because he is interested in those formal languages 

that mirror the relevant features on natural languages: 

A solution to the semantic paradoxes should presumably have two distinguishable parts: an 
analysis of the logically relevant features of the paradoxes as stated in natural language, 
and a formal construction in which corresponding sentences play roles roughly similar to 
those which our analysis ascribes to the paradoxical statements. [van Fraassen 1978: 13] 

If one tries to extend van Fraassen solution to natural languages, one would notice that it 

conflicts with the intuitions according to which natural languages are universal. van Fraassen 
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suggests that even though ~T<(L)> fails to express the non-truth of the Liar, ~T<T<(L)>> might 

very well express it. Nevertheless, the latter could only express the non-truth of the Liar in a 

metaphorical sense, because it actually expresses the different thought: that the sentence that (L) 

is true is non-true. Thus, if the view is to be applied to English, one consequence of it would be 

that the non-truth of the Strengthened Liar is inexpressible in English. This would be in conflict 

with the universality of English.  

Universality and Inconsistency 

The universality of English should be acknowledged as the main obstacle against offering 

a solution to the paradoxes. It is the universality that is attributed to natural languages that 

precludes a solution in terms of some type restrictions, or by distinguishing between object-

language and metalanguage; it is again universality that makes it difficult to solve the paradoxes 

by denying the principle of bivalence, the excluded middle or reductio ad absurdum; the 

universality makes the account proposed by van Fraassen difficult to apply to natural languages. 

It seems that as long as natural languages are considered universal, there is no way to avoid 

the inconsistencies generated by the Liar paradoxes. Keith Simmons [1993] believes that 

paradoxes should be understood as a conflict between the possibility of running diagonal 

arguments that lead to a contradiction and the universality of the language. Thus, there appear to 

be two main alternatives that one has to consider: either English is universal, in which case there 

appears to be no other option than to endorse one version or another of an inconsistency view of 

truth, or one tries to preserve consistency by denying the universality of English. I chapter three I 

explore and endorse the latter alternative. The universality of English has normally been taken as 

too obvious to deserve any special attention. Nevertheless, I argue that English is not universal, 

and that the Liar paradoxes are best solved by dropping the assumption that truth is expressible 

in English. Chapter four is concerned with the former alternative, and I argue that universality 
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cannot be saved by endorsing an inconsistency view of truth because an inconsistency view of 

truth which remains committed to the law of non-contradiction entails that truth is inexpressible. 

 
Table 1-1.                 
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CHAPTER 3 
THE INEXPRESSIBILITY OF TRUTH                              

In the previous chapter I argued that the main strategies that have been used to avoid the 

inconsistency generated by Liar paradoxes conflict with the thesis that natural languages are 

universal. Therefore, one is faced with a choice: either to adopt an inconsistency view of truth or 

to deny the universality of English. Most philosophers have taken the universality of English as 

granted and tried to find ways to live with inconsistencies. The lesson that they have drawn from 

the Liar paradoxes is either that English is inconsistent [Tarski 1933], or that the postulates that 

give the meaning of ‘true’ are inconsistent [Chihara 1979], or, maybe, that there are true 

contradictions [Priest 1998]. 

I will examine the inconsistency view of truth in chapter four. The purpose of this chapter 

is to explore and defend the thesis that what the Liar paradox shows is that natural languages are, 

appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, not semantically universal. In particular, I argue 

that truth is inexpressible in English. This is established by an argument that can be adequately 

characterized in English and which consists in showing that the supposition that truth is 

expressible in English leads to a contradiction.  

The main challenge for the inexpressibility view is to answer some objections against it 

that may readily come to mind. It might be objected that the expressibility of a concept is quite 

easy to secure, because it is only a matter of what intentions speakers in a linguistic community 

have with respect to the use of a predicate. It has also been objected that the inexpressibility view 

is self-defeating, because in defending the view one actually expresses the concept that is held to 

be inexpressible. Moreover, one may worry that if ‘true’ fails to express in English the concept 

of truth, then it would be hard to explain the fact that non-problematic sentences in which ‘true’ 
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is used are successfully deployed in communication. I will argue that all these challenges can be 

met if one takes into account the distinction between intended meaning and linguistic meaning. 

Universality and Expressibility 

To see how universality and expressibility are involved in the semantic paradoxes, one 

needs a more precise characterization of these notions. Although it is a widely held view that 

English is universal, the characterization of universality has remained vague. The strongest 

version of universality one can think of is the following: 

(U-universality) A language is U-universal if and only if every concept/thought is 

expressible in it1. 

One standard objection against the thesis that English is U-universal is that English has only 

countably many expressions, while there are uncountably many concepts. There are some more 

or less satisfactory answers to this objection2, but I will set these debates aside, because U-

universality is needlessly strong for my purposes in this chapter.  

Tarski argues for a slightly different universality thesis: 

A characteristic feature of colloquial language (in contrast to various scientific languages) 
is its universality. It would not be in harmony with the spirit of this language if in some 
other language a word occurred which could not be translated into it; it could be claimed 
that if we can speak meaningfully about anything at all, we can also speak about it in 
colloquial language. [Tarski 1956: 164] 

He never offered a precise definition of universality. Nevertheless, it is plausible that the 

following notion of universality comes pretty close to what he had in mind: 

                                                 
1 I take thoughts to be the kind of entities that are the contents of declarative sentences, regardless of whether they 
are conceived as propositions, Fregean thoughts, or in some other way. Concepts should be understood as 
constituents of thoughts. 

2 Although only countably many concepts can be expressed in English, there are uncountably many that can be 
expressed in some extension or other of English (but no single extension can express more than countably many 
concepts).  
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(T-universality) An interpreted language3, L, is T-universal iff for every interpreted 

language, L’, and for every meaningful expression, E’, in L’, there is an 

expression, E, in L, such that E in L has the same meaning as E’ in L’. 

It is universality in this sense that is presumably taken by Tarski to guarantee that colloquial 

languages must contain their own semantic predicates (in particular, English must be able to 

express the concept of a true sentence of English).  

T-universality is in one respect unnecessarily strong and in another respect too weak4. It is 

too strong because English does not have to be able to express all that can be expressed in other 

languages in order for there to be an obstacle to reaching a solution to the semantic paradoxes. 

All that is needed is that English express its own semantic concepts. T-universality is also too 

weak, because the thesis that English is universal is relevant to the problem of semantic 

paradoxes only if it entails that the concept of a true sentence of English is expressible in 

English.  

The thesis that English is T-universal does not by itself entail that English is able to 

express this concept. However, it entails it in conjunction with the additional thesis that there is a 

language that is able to express the concept of a true sentence of English. This additional thesis is 

true if the following principle of expressibility advocated by Searle [1969: 20] holds: 

(PE) For any meaning X and any speaker S, whenever S means (intends to convey, 

wishes to communicate in an utterance, etc.) X, then it is possible that there is 

some expression E such that E is an exact expression of or formulation of X. 

                                                 
3 A language counts as interpreted only if besides the syntax rules, there are also semantic rules that determine the 
meaning of its expressions. Natural languages are interpreted languages. 

4 Similar things can be said about U-universality. 
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Note that X here cannot be understood as the meaning of a certain expression (this would make 

the principle trivial5), but rather as a content (such as a concept or proposition) that can be 

characterized independently of any linguistic entity. If we can grasp the semantic concepts of 

English, (PE) guarantees that there is some language in which they are expressible, which 

together with the T-universality of English would guarantee that they are also expressible in 

English. 

For the purposes of this study it would be enough to focus on the following universality 

notion:  

(S-universality) A language is semantically universal (S-universal) if and only if all its 

semantic concepts are expressible in it. 

On the one hand, S-universality is more restricted than T-universality and, on the other, one does 

not need a commitment to (PE) in order for the S-universality of a language to entail that it is 

able to express its own semantic notions. If English is S-universal, it would have to be able to 

express all its semantic concepts.6 Notice that the notion of semantic universality (as well as the 

other notions of universality) is defined in terms of the notion of expressibility, which is often 

assumed to be clear enough and not to require explicit characterization. However, it is important 

                                                 
5 I am indebted to Michael Jubien for this remark. 

6 Martin [1976] distinguishes between two notions of universality: universality in the sense of Tarski (characterized 
in a way similar to T-universality above) and universality in the sense of Fitch, which is characterized as “a 
language’s capability to say much, if not everything, about every language, including itself” [Martin 1976: 274]. 
Alternatively, languages are characterized as universal in the sense of Fitch if “they can be used to talk about all 
languages, including themselves, and in particular to express much, if not all, of their own semantic theories” [1976: 
271]. I prefer to use S-universality for two reasons. One is that Martin’s notion of universality in the sense of Fitch is 
not precise enough, the other is that it is not at all clear that Fitch intended to offer a notion of universality different 
from universality in the sense of Tarski. Fitch [1964] argues that there are universal formal languages. In order to 
show this, he argues that such a language would be able to say everything there is to say about its own semantics. 
This does not mean that he works with a notion of universality different from that used by Tarski; it means only that 
Fitch believes that the difficulties raised by the semantic concepts can be overcome and, consequently, that there are 
universal languages in the sense of Tarski. 
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to clarify what ‘expressibility’ means, because it is often understood in different ways. The first 

step in characterizing expressibility is this: 

(Ec) A concept is expressible in L if and only if there is a predicate of L that (given an 

appropriate context) expresses it. 

(Et) A thought is expressible in L if and only if there is a sentence of L that (given an 

appropriate context) expresses it.7 

The next step would be to offer a (non-extensionalist) characterization of expressions of the form 

‘__ expresses __ in L’. This can be done as follows:  

(EC) P expresses C in L (in context c) if and only if C is the concept determined by the 

meaning of P in L (and context c). 

(ET) S expresses T in L (in context c) if and only if T is the thought determined by the 

meaning of S in L (and context c).8 

The relation between the meaning of an expression and the concept or thought expressed by it 

can be conceived of in various ways depending on one’s favorite view of semantics. Some views 

might fail to draw a distinction between the meaning of an expression and the concept or thought 

expressed by that expression. In this case, the concept or the thought determined by (associated 

with) a certain meaning is the meaning itself. Other semantic views would distinguish between 

the meaning of a predicate and the concept expressed by that predicate. Similarly, there would be 

a distinction between the meaning of a sentence and the thought expressed by that sentence.9 

                                                 
7 I characterized expressibility as a relation between thoughts/concepts and languages. It is not difficult to extend 
this to a relation between beliefs (or thoughts understood as mental representations) and languages. A sentence 
would be said to express a belief if it expresses the content of that belief.  

8 (ET) is supposed to make more explicit the intuition that S expresses T in L if and only if T is what S says. 

9 Note, however, that I take concepts here to be constituents of thoughts that correspond to predicates. Fregean 
semantics distinguishes between the sense of a predicate and the concept denoted by it. The sense of a predicate is 
the mode of presentation of a concept (the referent of the predicate). Fregean concepts are semantic values of 
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Regardless of how exactly the relation between meanings and concepts is understood, (EC) puts 

one in a position to formulate an adequacy condition that needs to be met in order for a predicate 

to express a certain concept.10 If one thinks of a concept as being associated with a set of 

application rules, then the Expressive Adequacy condition would require that the concept 

determined by the meaning of the predicate is the concept governed by the corresponding 

application rules. More specifically, if P is a predicate of L and C a concept, then P expresses C 

in L only if the following condition is met: 

(Expressive Adequacy) For any a, P applies in L to a iff the application rules for C entail 

that a falls under C. 

In particular, in order for a predicate of English to express the concept of truth, the Expressive 

Adequacy condition must be met. This is normally understood as an extensional adequacy 

condition, but I will argue that it is more general because it must also be satisfied when there is 

no extension associated with the concept.  

There are two difficulties that might suggest that there is something wrong with this way of 

thinking of expressibility because it would fail to provide a satisfactory criterion to measure the 

expressive power of a language: the first has to do with context-sensitive expressions, the second 

with the fact that natural languages do not have a well-defined syntax and semantics. I will argue 

that none of them poses a serious threat to my project.  

                                                                                                                                                             
predicates. If the concept is understood as the semantic value of a predicate, then it cannot be part of the thought 
expressed by a sentence containing that predicate, because the thought is a composite of senses, not of referents. 
Since I take concepts to be parts of thoughts, they should be identified with Fregean senses of predicates rather than 
with Fregean concepts. What an expression expresses is a sense or a mode of presentation, and it does express it 
when its meaning determines the mode of presentation. 

10 For reasons of simplicity, I omit context sensitivity. I will assume that the semantic predicates are not context 
sensitive expressions. 
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Consider first the case of context-sensitive expressions. It may seem that the presence of 

demonstratives or indexicals in a language makes that language universal in a very strong sense. 

Hofweber [2006] distinguishes between two kinds of expressibility: language expressibility and 

loose speaker expressibility.11 Language expressibility has to do with what can be expressed by 

using only the context-insensitive expressions of a language. English is not universal in this 

sense, because there are things that are not language expressible in English. Nevertheless, 

Hofweber argues that every natural language is universal in the sense that everything is loosely 

speaker expressible in it. Something is loosely speaker expressible in a language, if it can be 

expressed by using either a context-sensitive or a context-insensitive expression of that language. 

Hofweber uses as an example the property of tasting better than Diet Pepsi, which although not 

language expressible in Ancient Greek, is, according to him, loosely speaker expressible in it. It 

can be expressed by the Ancient Greek equivalent of  

(1) tasting better than this. 

in a context in which there is Diet Pepsi in front of the speaker.  

However, Hofweber’s example does not succeed in showing that everything is loosely 

speaker expressible in Ancient Greek (or in any other natural language).12 The addition of 

demonstrative expressions does indeed increase the expressive power of a language. 

Nevertheless, what referring devices contribute to the thought expressed by a sentence is 

                                                 
11 Hofweber is concerned with expressibility of properties, but the discussion can be rephrased in terms of 
expressibility of concepts. Moreover, his distinction can be extended to account for the expressibility of propositions 
or thoughts.  

12 There are other problems for Hofweber’s argument, in addition to the objection formulated above. It is not at all 
obvious that what ‘tasting better than Diet Pepsi’ expresses is the same as what is said by using the Ancient Greek 
equivalent of (1) uttered in the appropriate context. One problem is that ‘Diet Pepsi’ works as a mass term rather 
than as a singular referring term. Even if it is assumed that it plays the same role as a demonstrative, the thoughts 
expressed are not necessarily the same. They are different on a Fregean view of semantics. The thoughts are the 
same if all that ‘Diet Pepsi’ and ‘this’ contribute to the thought expressed is the referent.  
 



 

56 

different from the contribution made by predicative devices. In particular, a distinction needs to 

be drawn between a concept being expressible in a language and a concept being denotable in a 

language. Given any concept, one can certainly say something about it by uttering (2) 

(2) That is a concept. 

in a context in which the demonstrative refers to that concept. However, the fact that a certain 

referring expression of English denotes a certain concept does not guarantee that that concept is 

expressible in English.13 Thus, the fact that a certain language contains context-sensitive 

expressions by no means shows that everything is loosely speaker expressible in it; in particular, 

it fails to show that the language is semantically universal. 

The other difficulty consists in the fact that natural languages do not have a well-defined 

syntax and semantics. Expressions that did not belong to English a century ago are frequently 

used today, and expressions that do not belong to English today will be added to it in the future. 

Thus, the question whether a certain concept is expressible in English may not have a definite 

answer.  The issue of what is and what is not expressible in a certain natural language is indeed 

very imprecise, but I think that the imprecision is due to the fact that natural languages are not 

precisely defined, rather than to some defect in the characterization of expressibility. If there is a 

need to make things more precise, one can replace the question whether a certain concept is 

                                                 
13 Denotability is much easier to secure than expressibility. Although English does not have enough names for all 
concepts, one could argue that any concept whatsoever has a name in some extension of English. Moreover, any 
concept can be referred to by using a demonstrative in some appropriate context. Similarly, there may be thoughts 
which cannot be expressed in a certain language, even if they can be denoted by some expression of that language. 
Nevertheless, it is one thing for an expression to denote a certain concept (or thought) in L, and quite another for it 
to express that concept (or thought) in L. To show that everything is loosely speaker expressible in a certain 
language one should also prove that it contains context sensitive predicative expressions that are able to express 
(rather than denote) any concept, given the appropriate context. Although there is room for arguing that there are 
context-sensitive predicative expressions, such as ‘tall’ (even ‘true’ is a candidate, according to Burge [1984] and 
Simmons [1993]) it is hard to think of one that could express any concept whatsoever given the appropriate context.  



 

57 

expressible in English with the question whether it is expressible in English at t.14 Moreover, it 

turns out that the lack of a well-defined vocabulary has no bearing on whether semantic notions 

such as the concept of a true sentence of English are expressible in English. 

The Inexpressibility Argument 

Contrary to the widely held view that English is semantically universal, I will argue that 

the concept of a true sentence of English is not expressible in it. This is, I think, the lesson that 

should be drawn from the Liar paradoxes. Consider the following frequently used version of the 

Liar argument: 

1. The following sentence (The Liar) is a sentence of English: 

 (L) (L) is not true. 

2. ‘(L) is not true’ is true if and only if (L) is not true.15             [instance of the T-schema] 

3. (L) is true if and only if (L) is not true.                   [intersubstitutivity of identicals, 1, 2]   

4. Either (L) is true or (L) is not true.16                  [every sentence is either true or not true]     

5. (L) is true and (L) is not true.                            [truth-functional consequence of 3 and 4] 

Notice that this argument (as well as many other versions of the Liar argument) makes no 

explicit appeal to the notions of universality or expressibility. Nevertheless, it involves an 

implicit appeal to the assumption that ‘true’ expresses the concept of truth. The instances of the 

                                                 
14 Notice that even if a language, L, survives the addition of any new predicate, this does not mean that it is S-
universal. If one thinks of the syntax and semantics of L at different times as stages of L, then L could indeed be said 
to be universal in the sense that every semantic concept of L is expressible in some stage of L. Nevertheless, S-
universality is not guaranteed if it is understood as the thesis that every semantic concept of L at t is expressible in L 
at t. In addition to this, there is the possibility of concepts that cannot be expressed by any predicate of any language. 

15 It may be objected that the T-schema does not hold for sentences that are neither true nor false, and that (L) may 
be one of these gappy sentences. This move cannot prevent the paradox, because if (L) is neither true nor false, it 
would follow that it is not true. Therefore, (L) would have to be true after all.   

16 Line 4 of the argument is not needed if the laws of classical logic hold. The fact that there is a semantic rule 
(rather than a rule of logic) that justifies 4 is important because it shows that the Liar argument only needs very 
weak principles of logic. 
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T-schema are held to be true because ‘true’ is assumed to express the concept of truth. The 

assumption either has escaped notice, or has been considered to be too obvious to need 

mentioning.17 Nevertheless, it needs to be acknowledged as a premise in the Liar argument. 

Moreover, by making the premise explicit one becomes able to turn the Liar argument into an 

inexpressibility argument. More specifically, the Liar argument can be turned into a reductio 

argument whose conclusion is that ‘true’ does not express the concept of truth. By generalizing 

the Liar argument one obtains the following argument that shows that the concept of truth is 

inexpressible in English. 

The inexpressibility argument 

1. Suppose that the concept of a true sentence of English is expressible in English and that         

T is a predicate of English that expresses this concept. 

2. Let (L*) be ⎡(L*) is not T⎤. 

3. The instances of the T-schema for predicate T hold.18 [from 1 and the Expressive 

Adequacy condition] 

4. ⎡⎡(L*) is not T⎤ is T if and only if (L*) is not T⎤ is true. [from 2 and 3]19 

                                                 
17 The assumption is more explicit in the informal version of the Liar argument presented at the beginning of this 
chapter. A reformulation of the argument is this: 

1. The following sentence (The Liar) is a sentence of English: 
 (L) (L) is not true. 
2. (L) expresses the thought that (L) is not true. [from 1 and the Expressive Adequacy condition] 
3. (L) is true.                                                        [assumption]  
4. (L) is not true.                                                  [from 2, 3 and the Descent-rule] 
5. (L) is not true.                                                  [RA from 3 and 4] 
6. (L) is true.                                                        [from 2, 5, and the Ascent-rule] 
7. (L) is true and (L) is not true.                          [from 5 and 6] 

The assumption that ‘true’ expresses the concept of truth is needed not only for (2), but also to justify the application 
of the two rules of inference (the Ascent- and the Descent-rule). This version of the argument has the additional 
virtue that the possibility that (L) is gappy requires no special discussion. I have chosen the other version of the 
argument, because it is important to show that the expressibility assumption is made even in arguments that do not 
mention it explicitly.     

18 One needs to add restrictions to the T-schema to account for semantically defective sentences. 
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5. ⎡(L*) is T if and only if (L*) is not T⎤ is true. [from 2 and 4]   

6. Either (L*) is true or (L*) is not true.20 [every sentence is either true or not true.]     

7. Either ⎡(L*) is T⎤ is true or ⎡(L*) is not T⎤ is true. [from 6 and the T-schema] 

8. ⎡(L*) is T and (L*) is not T⎤ is true. [truth-functional consequence of 5 and 7] 

9. Therefore, there is no predicate of English that expresses the concept of a true sentence 

of English. [reductio ad absurdum] 

Generalizing a little more, one can prove that no language that meets some minimal expressivity 

requirements is semantically universal. 

The inexpressibility argument is quite straightforward and involves no sophisticated proof 

techniques. The main challenge for the inexpressibility view is to answer the objections that 

might be (and have been) raised against it. Before answering the objections against the 

inexpressibility view of truth I just sketched, I want to explain why my version of the 

inexpressibility argument is to be preferred to another version that is due to Hans Herzberger. 

Herzberger on Universality 

No Language contains all its Semantic Concepts 

Hans Herzberger [1970] challenges what he takes to be the thesis that languages can be 

universal in the sense of Tarski. In fact, he argues only for the claim that no language contains all 

its semantic concepts; he does not show that those concepts are expressible in other languages. 

Thus, although Herzberger takes himself to be arguing against Tarski’s universality thesis, 

strictly speaking, he argues only that no language is S-universal. Nevertheless, if it is true that 

one can grasp semantic concepts such as the concept of a true or of a grounded sentence of such 
                                                                                                                                                             
19 (1) may also be needed to infer (4), because it guarantees that (L*) is not meaningless. The hypothesis that (L*) is 
gappy does not solve the problem, because it would follow that (L*) is not true.  

20 Line 6 is not needed if the laws of classical logic hold (see also fn. 16). Moreover, if sentences such as that 
mentioned in 5 cannot be true, this would be enough for a reductio argument.  



 

60 

a language, and if Searle’s principle of expressibility holds, it would also follow that there are no 

T-universal languages. In particular, there would be semantic concepts that cannot be expressed 

in English. 

According to Herzberger, the semantic paradoxes have to do with the limitations inherent 

in our languages, and they should be understood as analogous to the paradoxes of set theory. 

Both types of paradoxes are consequences of some very general theorems that can be established 

in the theory of relations. Herzberger proves that formal languages of a certain sort cannot 

express all of their semantic concepts. The proof appeals to the technique of diagonalization, 

which has been made popular by Cantor and Gödel, and is more or less explicitly employed in 

most of the semantic paradoxes, as well as in the paradoxes of set-theory. Herzberger takes a 

concept to be inexpressible “if the semantic rules assign its extension to no terms of that system” 

[Herzberger 1970: 159]. This does not mean that the concept is identified with its extension, but 

only that extensional adequacy is a necessary condition for a predicate to express a certain 

concept.  

The argument that L cannot express all of its semantic concepts is formulated in a 

metalanguage and begins by specifying a class which is the extension of some semantic concept 

(the class of all grounded sentences of L, or the class of all true sentences of L). One then proves 

that that class cannot be represented in L, in the sense that there is no predicate of L that has that 

class as its extension. The proof is conceived of as a reductio argument. Assuming that there is a 

predicate that has that class as its extension, diagonalization enables one to find an object for 

which it can be proved that it is a member of that class if and only if it is not a member of that 

class.  The contradiction forces one to deny the assumption that the class can be represented in L. 

Herzberger is mainly concerned to show that no language is able to express all its grounding 
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concepts. However, he argues that the same strategy can be extended to other concepts, such as 

the concepts of truth and satisfaction.21 

Herzberger argues that the inexpressibility result that he was able to obtain for relatively 

simple formal languages carries over to substantively more complex languages, such as natural 

languages, because the increase in complexity has no essential bearing on what is needed to run 

an inexpressibility argument.  

The idea of using semantic paradoxes to prove that there are some limits to the expressive 

power of any language is, as I have argued in the previous section, correct. Nevertheless, 

Herzberger’s defense of the inexpressibility view remains unsatisfactory. The problem with his 

strategy is that questions about the expressibility of a concept cannot be settled by investigating 

the expressibility of a class. 

Class Expressibility versus Concept Expressibility 

First of all, Herzberger assumes that a predicate expresses a certain concept only if the 

extension of the predicate coincides with the extension of that concept. However, this 

extensional adequacy requirement that, according to Herzberger, must be met by a predicate in 

order to express a concept is too strong: it assumes that there is a class of objects that fall under 

the concept (its extension). In particular, for each language, L, he considers, Herzberger assumes 

that its semantic concepts do have an extension (the class of true sentences of L, the class of 

grounded sentences of L, etc.). Nevertheless, there may be concepts that do not have an 

extension.22 Good candidates are the concepts expressed by vague predicates; it is not at all clear 

                                                 
21 Herzberger takes his proofs of inexpressibility to be similar to a certain diagonal proof offered by Tarski [1953: 
46]. However, the two proofs are quite different, because Tarski was not concerned with the inexpressibility of a 
concept, but with the indefinability of a certain class (the class of codes of true sentences of the language). 
Moreover, what Tarski’s theorem establishes is not that the class is indefinable, but that it is indefinable in a 
language if the language is consistent. 
22 Herzberger tackles this issue only in a footnote [Herzberger 1979: 161, fn. 17]. An example he offers of a concept 
that lacks an extension is the concept of a Russellian class, namely the concept of a class that is not member of itself. 
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that there is a set or a class of bald persons. This could also be the case of semantic concepts. 

One might argue that there is no extension determined by the concepts of groundedness or truth, 

although here the problem no longer has to do with the lack of a sharp borderline but with the 

existence of some cases that are paradoxical. Ray [2002], for instance, argues that the concept of 

truth (together with the facts in the world) fails to determine a class of objects that fall under it, 

because it is incoherent. If the concept fails to determine an extension, one certainly cannot 

require the predicate to have the right extension. One can resist Herzberger’s inexpressibility 

arguments by denying that the concepts he wants to prove inexpressible have an extension.  

The other shortcoming of Herzberger’s strategy is that there is no obvious way to extend it 

to natural languages. He argues that the strategy works for all languages in which the principle of 

the bivalence holds. The problem is that the strategy cannot be applied for languages with gappy 

sentences such as the language constructed by Kripke [1975]. Languages of this sort contain 

their own truth-predicate ( in the sense that there is a predicate whose extension coincides with 

the extension of the concept of a true sentence of L). No contradiction would follow from the 

assumption that there is a predicate of L whose extension is precisely the class of true sentences 

of L. Therefore, Herzberger’s strategy cannot establish that no languages can contain their own 

truth-predicates. Moreover, there are good reasons to think that if there is a class of true 

sentences of English, then there is a predicate of English (one could define it) which has it as its 

                                                                                                                                                             
The predicate ‘Russellian class’ has a sense but no extension. Here, an extension is taken to be a set, as opposed to a 
proper class (or ultimate class, to use Quine’s terminology). The issue needs to be handled, Herzberger argues, by 
associating terms not with classes, but with virtual classes, as they are conceived in Quine [1969]. He suggests that 
an adequate revision of the principles he used would enable one to extend the inexpressibility result to apply also to 
the case of concepts without an extension. The language of virtual classes is indeed useful in showing that diagonal 
arguments can be used even in the absence of a platonistic commitment to the existence of sets or classes. 
Nevertheless, it is harder to use the same apparatus for predicates that do not even determine a proper class (be it 
understood as real or merely virtual).  
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extension. This would not be enough for the predicate to express the concept of truth. Therefore, 

one needs to distinguish the notions of class expressibility and concept expressibility.  

The version of the inexpressibility argument that I have offered does not assume that there 

is a class of true sentences of English. This way the inexpressibility argument remains successful 

regardless of whether the concept of truth determines a class. Moreover, the argument does not 

depend on whether the sentences of the language obey the principles of classical logic.  

Two Objections against the Inexpressibility View 

Intentions are Sufficient for Expressibility  

The first objection against the inexpressibility view that I will consider is that the 

expressibility of a concept is guaranteed by merely having the right intentions with respect to the 

use of the predicate. Expressibility, it may be argued, is a matter of what intentions speakers in a 

linguistic community associate with a certain expression. So, the third line in my inexpressibility 

argument would not be justified. What should be required for T to express the concept of truth is 

that the T-schema govern the meaning of T (i.e., Material Adequacy), not that the T-schema for 

T be true (which is the requirement of Expressive Adequacy). There is good evidence that 

Tarski’s material adequacy requirement is a requirement that the predicate be governed by the 

corresponding T-schema; this requirement is trivially met if the speakers have the right 

intentions with the use of the predicate. If this requirement is all that is needed, the objection 

goes, then one cannot infer a contradiction from the assumption that truth is expressible in 

English, because one cannot infer the third premise of the inexpressibility argument. One can 

only infer (as Tarski did) that the language is inconsistent. This can deliver the conclusion that 

the concept of truth is inexpressible in English only if one can prove that the inconsistency of 

English leads to a contradiction.  



 

64 

The Inexpressibility Account is Self-Defeating 

The second objection is that the view that truth, groundedness or other semantic concepts 

are not expressible in English is self-defeating. The objection has been raised against 

Herzberger’s view, but it is a challenge to any inexpressibility view. Simmons argues that 

Herzberger’s thesis that groundedness is inexpressible in English is undermined by the very fact 

that Herzberger’s paper, in which he uses the word ‘grounded’ and explains what it means, is 

written in English23. A similar objection has been put forward by Martin: 

The claim was that, no matter what language I chose, a concept could be defined 
(expressed) which the language I chose could not express. So I said: okay, I choose the 
language in which you are arguing. If you succeed you fail. So you fail. [Martin 1976: 282] 

He takes the argument to involve a definition of the concept that is then proved to be 

inexpressible. This definition amounts to specifying “the set about which it is to be shown that it 

cannot be the extension of any term”24 of the language. Martin agrees that if the definition were 

given in a metalanguage, Herzberger’s strategy might work. It does not work if it is formulated 

in the same language whose semantic concepts are supposed to be inexpressible, because this 

amounts to proving that the concept that has just been expressed is inexpressible.25 

Martin proposes a better way to formulate the inexpressibility argument. One could prove 

the inexpressibility thesis by an inductive argument that consists in the following two steps:  

(i) If all other languages are expressively incomplete, then so is this language (the 

language of the argument). 

                                                 
23 Simmons [1993: 58-61]. 

24 Martin [1976: 282]. 

25 Notice that Martin’s objection does not depend on the fact that Herzberger begins his argument by specifying a 
class. Thus, the objection is also a challenge to my version of the argument. 
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(ii) For every language L other than this one, there exists a concept which is 

inexpressible in L.26 

This move enables one to avoid the charge of being self-defeating, although the argument 

remains inconclusive. As Martin points out, even though this version of the argument is harder to 

reject, there are some “unsettling consequences”27 that raise doubts about the plausibility of the 

view. Although we are presented with an apparently good argument for the conclusion that the 

concept of a grounded term of English is inexpressible in English, we feel that we can express it 

in English: we can express it by the predicate ‘grounded term of English’. If it is denied that this 

predicate expresses the concept of a grounded term of English, how do we know what concept is 

inexpressible (“how do we know what set of terms Herzberger is talking about”28)?  

Intended Meaning versus Linguistic Meaning 

I will argue that both objections fail. It is true that a necessary condition for a predicate to 

express a concept is that the members of the linguistic community have the right intentions with 

respect to the use of the predicate. Yet this condition cannot be sufficient. Some of these 

intentions may remain unfulfilled. This could happen, for instance, if their fulfillment is blocked 

by empirical or semantic facts, or if the intended rules are simply inconsistent. One needs to 

distinguish the linguistic meaning of an expression from its intended meaning. The members of a 

linguistic community intend to use an expression to express a certain content. The linguistic 

meaning of an expression is supposed to be a measure of the extent to which these intentions are 

                                                 
26 Hofweber [2006] argues that the inductive argument for inexpressibility fails, because, given the appropriate 
context, everything can be expressed in a language that contains context-sensitive expressions. This would mean that 
the induction basis is no longer available. I have argued already that the presence of demonstrative or indexical 
expressions in a language does not guarantee that everything can be expressed in that language. 

27 Martin [1976: 284-85]. 

28 Martin [1976: 284]. 
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fulfilled by using sentences in which the expression occurs. The linguistic meaning of an 

expression can also be thought of as that notion of meaning that (together with how the world is) 

determines the semantic value of the expression. If the intentions associated with an expression 

cannot be fulfilled, then the intended meaning (together with how the world is) fails to determine 

a semantic value.29 The match between intended meaning and concept is indeed trivially 

guaranteed (this would also be enough to guarantee material adequacy in Tarski’s sense). 

However, the match between linguistic meaning and the concept is not trivially guaranteed, 

because such a match requires in addition that speaker’s intentions can be fulfilled. If an 

expression expresses a certain content, then it is in virtue of that content that the expression 

acquires its semantic value. In particular, a sentence is true or false only insofar as the thought 

expressed by it is true or false. Therefore, the notion of meaning that should be part of the correct 

characterization of expressibility is linguistic meaning rather than intended meaning. The relation 

between a predicate and the concept expressed by it can now be more precisely characterized in 

the following way: 

(EC*) P expresses C in L (in context c) if and only if C is the concept determined by 

the linguistic meaning of P in L (and context c). 

For the same reason, the Expressive Adequacy condition that must be met by a predicate in order 

to express a certain concept requires that there should be a match between the concept and the 

linguistic meaning of the predicate.  

The import of the Expressive Adequacy condition is better understood by comparison with 

Tarski’s Material Adequacy requirement. Tarski [1944] argues that a truth predicate for a 
                                                 
29 The distinction between intended meaning and linguistic meaning does not match the distinction between speaker 
meaning and sentence meaning. The latter is a distinction between a notion based on the intentions of a particular 
speaker with respect to a particular utterance of a sentence and one based on the intentions of the entire community 
with respect to that sentence. The former is a distinction between two notions that are both concerned with the 
intentions of the entire linguistic community.   
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language L is indefinable in languages that meet a certain set of requirements. In such languages 

there can be no definition of truth for L that is materially adequate and formally correct. Tarski 

did not talk about concepts at all. However, if one wants to reformulate his material adequacy 

condition as a relation between a predicate and a concept, one would formulate it along the 

following lines: 

(Material Adequacy) P is intended to be such that for any a, P applies in L to a iff the 

application rules for C entail that a falls under C. 

The difference between Material Adequacy and Expressive Adequacy is that while the former 

only requires that members of a linguistic community have the right intentions with respect to 

the use of the predicate, Expressive Adequacy requires in addition to this that the intentions be 

fulfilled. More specifically, Material Adequacy requires that the meaning of ‘true’ be governed 

by the T-schema, while Expressive Adequacy requires that the instances of the T-schema be true. 

The comparison between the two adequacy conditions also sheds light on the relation 

between the inexpressibility argument and Tarski’s argument for the inconsistency of languages 

of a certain sort. Part of Tarski’s indefinability argument is an argument that if a definition of the 

notion of a true sentence of L in L’ is materially adequate, then it cannot be formally correct. A 

consequence of this fact is that languages that contain their own truth predicate would have to be 

inconsistent. Since English is assumed to be T-universal, it contains its own truth predicate. 

Therefore, Tarski [1933] takes English to be one of these inconsistent languages.30 

                                                 
30  Tarski [1944] is more cautious and refrains from calling English inconsistent on the grounds that it does not have 
an exactly specified semantics. The issue of inconsistency occurs only in connection with languages with an exactly 
specified semantics. However, languages that are close enough to English but have an exactly specified semantics 
are, even according to Tarski [1944], inconsistent. If Tarski was justified in restricting the claim to languages with 
an exactly specified semantics, then I should also restrict the inexpressibility of truth in the same way. Nevertheless, 
I think that the lack of an exactly specified semantics should not prevent Tarski from arguing that English is 
inconsistent, and should not prevent one from proving that truth is inexpressible in English. 
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It may appear that the inexpressibility argument is related to the inconsistency argument in 

the same way as modus tollens is related to modus ponens. After a significant amount of 

oversimplification, the argument for the inconsistency of English can be said to have the 

following form: 

I1. If truth is expressible in English, then English is inconsistent. 

I2. Truth is expressible in English. 

I3. Therefore, English is inconsistent. 

It may be thought that the inexpressibility argument merely turns the above argument into a 

modus tollens. This is incorrect, since the inexpressibility thesis is not derived from I1 together 

with the thesis that English is consistent, but, rather, from the fact that the supposition that truth 

is expressible leads to a contradiction. Thus, the inexpressibility argument requires one to 

establish E1, which is a much stronger thesis than I1: 

E1. If truth is expressible in English, then a contradiction is true. 

Material Adequacy enables one to establish I1, but it is not enough to establish E1. In order to 

establish I1 one needs to appeal to Expressive Adequacy, which is a stronger condition. Material 

Adequacy helps to establish that if truth is expressible in English, then a certain set of sentences 

is inconsistent. It cannot be used for a reductio argument, unless one proves that the 

inconsistency of that set of sentences (i.e., the inconsistency of English) is absurd. On the other 

hand, Expressive Adequacy enables one to establish that if truth is expressible in English, then 

the sentences that belong to a certain inconsistent set of sentences are true, which can be used in 

a reductio argument, because inconsistent sentences cannot all be true. 

The distinction between intended meaning and linguistic meaning is also crucial for 

answering the second objection. Although one could try to support the inexpressibility thesis by 
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an inductive argument of the sort suggested by Martin, it would be better to find another way to 

answer the objection that the inexpressibility view is self-defeating. One reason is that an 

inductive argument avoids the problem only if the concepts that are proved to be inexpressible in 

a language are expressible in a metalanguage. If there is no language in which they can be 

expressed, the inductive argument remains as problematic as the original version, because no 

metalanguage will have the resources that are required to run the argument. Fortunately, the 

inexpressibility view does not depend on semantic concepts of English being expressible in some 

language other than English. There is a way to answer the objection that the inexpressibility view 

is self-defeating that does not make use of an inductive argument. At the same time, it is possible 

to explain away the universality intuitions.  

Speakers of English certainly intend to use ‘true sentence of English’ to express the 

concept of a true sentence of English. However, an expression may fail to express its intended 

content and, consequently, may lack linguistic meaning. Indeed, it turns out that not only 

paradoxical sentences but any sentence in which ‘true’ is used fails to express the intended 

content. Nevertheless, expressions can be used to communicate successfully even if they fail to 

express the intended content. In general, it is the intended meaning of an expression rather than 

its linguistic meaning that plays the crucial role in communication. What is required for one to be 

a competent speaker of a language is to know the intended meaning of the expressions in the 

basic vocabulary of that language. One could be a competent user of a predicate without 

knowing what its linguistic meaning is. Therefore, the default interpretation of a certain sentence 

takes the speaker to convey the content determined by the intended meaning of the sentence. In 

particular, all that is required for one to be a competent user of ‘true’ is that one know its 
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intended meaning31.  Therefore, in the vast majority of cases, the use of ‘true’ is unproblematic: 

the hearers know what the speakers intend to express, because both are competent speakers of 

English.  

There are indeed cases in which what the speaker wants to communicate is not the content 

determined by the intended meaning. This is not surprising, because it is widely accepted that 

communication is frequently achieved by pragmatic means, rather than by relying on semantic 

rules. This is the central idea of Grice’s theory about the semantics and pragmatics of natural 

languages. Grice argues that there are many cases in which the speaker’s meaning is different 

from the literal meaning of an expression. The distinction I draw between intended meaning and 

linguistic meaning should be understood as a distinction between two aspects of what Grice calls 

the literal meaning of an expression. One could easily imagine cases of sentences in which ‘true’ 

is used, such that the speaker’s meaning is different from the intended meaning. These cases are 

no different from the cases described by Grice, and communication can be explained by 

appealing to some conversational implicatures that enable the hearer to figure out what the 

speaker wanted to convey.    

Difficulties might occur only in a conversation between astute puzzle lovers who notice 

that there is a conflict between the intended meaning of a Liar sentence and the commitments 

that would result from asserting it. Typically, when one makes an assertion, one is committed to 

the truth of the asserted sentence. The worry is that, for Liar sentences, even if the speaker’s 

meaning is the intended meaning of the Liar, the conflict between the intended meaning and the 

commitment to the truth of the Liar sentence might make the hearer think that this is another case 

in which the speaker’s meaning and the intended meaning are, in fact, different. Although there 

                                                 
31 One can be a competent user of ‘true’ even if one does not realize that it lacks linguistic meaning. Nevertheless, 
one who does not know that true is intended to capture the concept of truth is not a competent user of ‘true’. 
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could be contexts in which someone who utters a Liar sentence wants to convey something 

different from the content determined by its intended meaning or does not want to convey 

anything (this could only happen in the context of a seminar on the Liar paradox in which the 

speaker wants to draw the attention to the notion of linguistic meaning which, for Liar sentences, 

is lacking), in most contexts the hearer is able to tell what the speaker intended to convey. When 

I am uttering the Liar to say what I think about the status of the Liar, I expect the hearers to be 

able to figure out that what I want to say is that the Liar is not true, even though the sentence I 

am using is devoid of linguistic meaning.32 Thus, the successful use of ‘true’ does not entail that 

truth is expressible in English. Therefore, the inexpressibility view is not self-defeating. 

The universality intuitions can now be explained by distinguishing between two kinds of 

semantic universality: 

 (IU) A language is intentionally semantically universal iff for every semantic concept, 

S, there is a predicate of that language that is intended to express S. 

(LU)  A language is linguistically semantically universal iff for every semantic concept, 

S, there is a predicate of that language that (linguistically) expresses S. 

Only the linguistic semantic universality of natural languages would entail that truth is 

expressible in natural languages. Natural languages, however, are not universal in this sense. The 

universality intuitions with respect to natural languages are derived from their intentional 

semantic universality. 

                                                 
32 Although sentences in which ‘true’ is used lack linguistic meaning, as long as there is an intended meaning that 
the members of a linguistic community associate with them, it would be improper to say that they are meaningless. 
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The Status of the T-Biconditionals 

If the inexpressibility account is correct, then the T-schema does not hold. Not only are 

instances of  

(T-schema)  ‘S’ is true iff S. 

obtained by replacing ‘S’ by paradoxical sentences not true; none of the instances of this schema 

are true, because they fail to have linguistic meaning. This may seem to be problematic, because 

the T-biconditionals have been taken to capture an essential aspect of the concept of truth. It is 

true that there are notorious problems with some instances of the T-schema, such as those 

obtained from sentences containing context-sensitive expressions or empty names. Nevertheless, 

there still seems to be some pressure to require that the T-schema hold true for a restricted class 

of well-behaved sentences (maybe declarative sentences that contain no context-sensitive 

expressions and are not defective for reasons that do not have to do with truth).  

A defender of an inexpressibility view has an easy answer. There certainly is something to 

this intuition that needs to be preserved, but this is something different from requiring that the T-

schema be true. For instance, it must be the case that the thought that snow is white is true if and 

only if snow is white. For sentential truth, we want to say that a sentence such as ‘snow is white’ 

is true in L if and only if it expresses in L the thought that snow is white, and snow is indeed 

white. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to think that the concept of truth requires that the T-

biconditionals be true. What the concept of truth can be held to require is that if there is a 

predicate that expresses the concept of a true sentence of English, then the corresponding T-

biconditionals for well-behaved sentences should be true. It turns out that the T-biconditionals 

are not true, but this is what one should expect, because ‘true’ fails to express the concept of 

truth.  
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Is the Concept of a True Sentence of English Expressible in other Languages? 

Tarski [1933] argues that for any open language that has an exactly specified semantics 

one can define its concept of truth in a metalanguage that is essentially richer than it.33 If an 

inexpressibility view of truth is correct, and the concept of a true sentence of English is 

inexpressible in English, can one express this concept in a metalanguage?34 Herzberger suggests 

that the grounding concepts of English, although not expressible in English, are expressible in 

German or French. I think there are good reasons to resist this thesis. I will argue that the concept 

of a true sentence of English cannot be expressed in German. It cannot be expressed by ‘wahrer 

englischer Satz’, because this would presuppose that ‘wahr’ expresses in German the concept of 

truth. Suppose ‘twahr’ is a predicate of German that expresses the concept of a true sentence of 

English and applies to all and only the true sentences of English. Thus 

(A) ‘Snow is white’ ist twahr gdw schnee ist weiss. 

would be true in German. There is no reason to think that there is something special about the 

expressive power of German. We should also assume that there is a predicate of English that 

expresses the concept of a true sentence of German. Suppose ‘wtrue’ is a predicate of English 

that applies to all and only the true sentences of German. Thus 

(B) ‘Schnee ist weiss’ is wtrue iff snow is white. 

would be true in English. Consider now the following pair of sentences 

(G) (E) ist twahr. 

(E) (G) is not wtrue. 

                                                 
33 Languages of infinite order may be an exception. 

34 English does not have an exactly specified semantics, and for this reason it may not be clear what it would mean 
for a language to be richer than it. 
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(G) would be a perfectly well-formed sentence of German, and (E) a perfectly well-formed 

sentence of English. However, the pair of sentences leads to a paradox. If (G) is a true sentence 

of German, then one can infer that (E) is a true sentence of English. If (E) is a true sentence of 

English, then (G) is not a true sentence of German. On the other hand, if (G) is not a true 

sentence of German, one can infer that ‘(G) is not wtrue’ is true in English, therefore, (E) is true 

in English. If would follow that ‘(E) is twahr’ is true in German, therefore, (G) is a true sentence 

of German. Thus, both alternatives lead to a contradiction. This means that either ‘twahr’ fails to 

express the concept of a true sentence of English, or ‘wtrue’ fails to express the concept of a true 

sentence of German, or both fail.35 Since there are no reasons to think that the two languages are 

different in this respect, we should conclude that both fail, and thus we need to abandon the 

assumption that the concept of a true sentence of English can be expressed in German.  

Notice that if the concept of a true sentence of English is inexpressible in other similar 

natural languages, then the appeal to an inductive argument would not help an advocate of the 

inexpressibility view. There is no way to avoid defending the inexpressibility view in English 

itself by using a vocabulary that does not actually succeed in expressing the content that is meant 

to be conveyed. 

There are additional reasons that speak in favor of the inexpressibility view, but which go 

beyond the scope of this chapter. Thus, in chapter four I argue that the expressibility of the 

concept of truth cannot be saved by endorsing an inconsistency view of truth because the latter 

account actually entails that truth is inexpressible. This also shows that the inexpressibility view 

offers a better explanation of the Liar paradoxes than the inconsistency view of truth. Moreover, 

in chapter six I argue that the inexpressibility argument can be smoothly extended to provide a 

                                                 
35 The same holds for any other pair of predicates of English and German that are assumed to express the concept of 
a true sentence of German and the concept of a true sentence of English, respectively.    
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uniform solution to all semantic paradoxes. Thus the inexpressibility view should not be 

dismissed as self-defeating and counterintuitive, as it has been in the past, but rather 

acknowledged as an account that fares better than all other alternatives. 
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CHAPTER 4 
ON THE COHERENCE OF THE INCONSISTENCY VIEW OF TRUTH  

It might be argued that although the inexpressibility view is a coherent position, the price 

paid for blocking the Liar argument is too high. One might hope that it would still be preferable 

to adopt an inconsistency view which is also a coherent view, but does not have the 

counterintuitive consequence that truth is inexpressible in English. One huge advantage of the 

inconsistency account is that it appears to accommodate all of the ordinary intuitions that lie 

behind the Liar argument, so it becomes pointless to search for a flaw in the Liar argument in 

order to avoid the inconsistency.  

Therefore, one should investigate whether the inconsistency view of truth fares any better. 

There are different formulations of the inconsistency views of truth. Charles Chihara [1979] 

characterizes an inconsistency view of truth as a view according to which a complete statement 

of what ‘true’ means is inconsistent with all known facts (in particular, it is inconsistent with a 

certain undeniably true sentence of reference). Tarski [1933] endorses the view that natural 

languages are inconsistent, which is in fact a corollary of an inconsistency view of truth. Finally, 

the inconsistency view can be understood as the view that the concept of truth is incoherent. 

[Ray 2002] These views should be distinguished from dialetheism, which in addition to the 

thesis that a statement of what ‘true’ means is inconsistent with the facts holds that there could 

be true contradictions. I will mainly be concerned with inconsistency views which are committed 

to the principle of non-contradiction.  

I argue that the inexpressibility view and the inconsistency view are not inconsistent with 

one another. Moreover, unless one adopts an extreme position, such as dialetheism, the 

inconsistency view entails inexpressibility. The inconsistency view of truth has been frequently 

misunderstood. Thus, it has been argued that the idea that languages can be inconsistent is of 
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dubious coherence on the grounds that the semantic principles seem to be guaranteed to be true 

by fiat while the defenders of an inconsistency view of truth, with the exception of dialetheists, 

think that some might fail to be true. Hans Herzberger [1967] and Scott Soames [1998], for 

instance, argue that the only plausible ways to articulate the idea of an inconsistent language 

suggest that inconsistent languages are impossible.  

I argue that the misunderstandings are due to the failure to distinguish between intentional 

inconsistency and linguistic inconsistency. Most of the attacks against the inconsistency view of 

truth miss their target, because what they reject is the notion of linguistic inconsistency (which is 

indeed incoherent), while the defenders of an inconsistency view thought of it as a thesis of 

intentional inconsistency.  

Although the inconsistency view of truth is coherent, the arguments based on linguistic 

Liar paradoxes offered by Tarski and Chihara fail to establish that it is true. There are two ways 

to think of what it means for the meaning postulates to be inconsistent, which are quite different, 

but are normally confused with one another. What the Liar arguments can be used to show is that 

the rules which would be underwritten by the intended meaning of ‘true’ if ‘true’ succeeded in 

expressing the concept of truth are inconsistent. Thus, they do not establish that the intended 

meaning of true is inconsistent, but that it is inconsistent with the thesis that ‘true’ succeeds in 

expressing its intended meaning. Even though the inconsistency view cannot be established by 

appealing to Liar sentences, it remains possible to prove it on independent grounds. 

Nevertheless, even if the inconsistency view holds, truth would be inexpressible. Therefore the 

inexpressibility remains the simplest account of the linguistic Liar paradoxes. 

The Inconsistency View 

Many philosophers have argued that the best way to account for the Liar paradox is to 

endorse an inconsistency view of truth. Recall that a Liar paradox consists in an argument that, 
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starting from some principles that are prima facie true, leads to a contradiction. The premises of 

the argument are semantic principles governing the meaning of truth (instances of the T-schema 

or some slightly different principles that are supposed to capture the same semantic intuitions) 

and certain (semantic or empirical) reference facts about one or more Liar sentences. If such an 

argument is valid, then the set of premises is inconsistent. The difficulty stems from the fact that 

all semantic premises that are involved in the argument are prima facie true (they appear to be 

derived from the meaning we associate with a semantic term, in particular, with ‘true’), while the 

rules of inference are prima facie valid (they are commonly accepted as valid in every other area 

of human thought). Moreover, the reference fact is obviously true. Nevertheless, if the Liar 

argument is valid, unless one wants to reject the principle of non-contradiction, the premises 

cannot all be true.  

Chihara [1979] draws a distinction between two kinds of approach to the Liar paradoxes: 

the consistency and the inconsistency views of truth. A consistency view of truth holds that 

an accurate statement of what ‘true’ means will be logically consistent with all known 
facts, and in particular with all known facts of reference. [Chihara 1979: 607] 

Most of the accounts of the Liar paradoxes that have been offered are, according to Chihara, 

different versions of the consistency view. Given that what a Liar argument seems to show is that 

some statements grounded in the meaning of the word ‘true’ are inconsistent with some facts of 

reference, either there is an illegitimate step in the argument or some of the semantic principles 

fail to correctly capture the meaning of ‘true’. An account of the semantic paradoxes is supposed 

to point out either the illegitimate rule of inference1 or the illegitimate semantic principle. On the 

other hand, an inconsistency view acknowledges the validity of the Liar argument and the 

                                                 
1 A good example of such a strategy is Skyrms’ attempt to show that the use of the intersubstitutivity principle is 
illegitimate in that context. See Skyrms’ paper in Martin [1984]. 
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legitimacy of all its semantic premises. The fact that a valid argument can be used to derive a 

contradiction is taken to show that a set of sentences is (derivably) inconsistent. More 

specifically, according to the inconsistency view, an accurate statement of what ‘true’ means is 

logically inconsistent with the facts, in particular with some facts of reference. The semantic 

principle Chihara appeals to is an informal version of the T-schema: 

(Tr) A sentence is true if, and only if, what is said to be the case by the sentence is in fact 

the case. [Chihara 1979: 605] 

The Liar argument shows that (1) holds. 

(1) (Tr) together with a certain reference fact yields a contradiction. 

Sentence (1) together with (2) 

(2) (Tr) is part of an accurate statement of what ‘true’ means. 

yields the inconsistency thesis: 

(3) An accurate statement of what ‘true’ means is inconsistent with all known facts. 

One can see that the attitude of an advocate of the inconsistency view with respect to the 

semantic paradoxes is quite different from that of a defender of a consistency view. A Liar 

argument is valid and establishes that an accurate statement of what ‘true’ means together with 

some facts of reference leads to a contradiction. No attempt is made to block the derivation of a 

contradiction. One rather tries to offer a diagnosis of this contradiction, which correctly captures 

our semantic intuitions.  

The Inconsistency of Natural Languages 

One version of the inconsistency view of truth has been articulated by Tarski in some (but 

not all) of his writings. Even though he was mainly concerned with the notion of truth in a 

language and the languages he dealt with are mainly formalized languages, some of his remarks 

about natural languages can be read as an endorsement of the inconsistency view of truth. Tarski 
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was engaged in the project of formulating a definition of the notion of a true sentence of a 

language. He introduced two requirements that need to be met by any candidate for a definition: 

it must be materially adequate and formally correct. The requirement of material adequacy is, 

roughly, the requirement that the definition capture the actual meaning of the ordinary notion of 

truth. In particular, the definition should entail the T-biconditionals. Tarski does not say 

explicitely what the requirement of formal correctness amounts to, but it is reasonable to assume 

that it requires the truth definition to meet some general constraints on definitions (such as 

consistency, non-circularity and conservativeness). Thus, an inconsistent definition would not be 

formally correct. Although there are languages for which the notion of a true sentence of that 

language can be defined, a definition of this sort is not available for all languages. If the 

language has a certain degree of expressive power, then no definition of the required sort can be 

formulated in the language itself. More specifically, if a language L has enough resources to 

allow one to construct a Liar argument for language L’, then, in L, there can be no definition of a 

true sentence of L’ that is both materially adequate and formally correct. This is, roughly, the 

content of Tarski’s indefinability theorem.  

Tarski distinguishes between semantically closed and semantically open languages. A 

language is semantically closed if, in addition to its expressions, it contains the names of these 

expressions, and semantic terms such as ‘true’ that refer to sentences of the language and meet 

the requirement of material adequacy. If a language is closed and has enough expressive power 

to enable one to construct a Liar argument, then there is no way to formulate a definition of a 

true sentence of that language, regardless of whether one tries to do it in the language itself or in 

a metalanguage. On the other hand, for open languages a definition of truth can be done in a 
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metalanguage. The metalanguage itself cannot contain its own truth-predicate. One could define 

the notion of a true sentence of the metalanguage in a meta-metalanguage, and so on.  

Part of the indefinability argument is an argument that the principles that are required for 

material adequacy (the T-biconditionals), together with some facts of reference, lead to a 

contradiction. Therefore, Tarski takes it to be a corollary of the indefinability theorem that 

languages of a certain sort are inconsistent. In fact, his views about the scope of his results 

changed. Thus, Tarski [1935] takes the inconsistency result to apply to natural languages. 

English, for instance, cannot contain a materially adequate and formal correct definition of the 

notion of a true sentence of English. Moreover, since English contains a predicate, ‘true’, that 

meets the requirements for material adequacy, it follows that it is an inconsistent language. 

Tarski [1944] is more cautious and claims that the inconsistency theorem can only be established 

for languages with an exactly specified semantics. The issue of inconsistency occurs only in 

connection with languages with an exactly specified semantics. Since English does not have an 

exactly specified semantics, Tarski refrains from saying that it is an inconsistent language. 

However, languages that are close enough to English but have an exactly specified semantics are, 

even according to Tarski [1944], inconsistent. Moreover, one can argue that the lack of an 

exactly specified semantics should not prevent English from being inconsistent. In fact, English 

still allows one to run the Liar argument, because all the principles involved in it hold. 

Herzberger [1967] interprets Tarski’s view as entailing that English is inconsistent.  

Meaning Postulates 

Given that the Liar argument is accepted as valid and leads to a contradiction, a defender 

of the inconsistency view would have to either drop the principle of non-contradiction or accept 

that some semantic principles are not true. Both Tarski and Chihara are committed to the laws of 

classical logic and try to explain why it is plausible to think that some semantic principles are not 
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true. This position is in conflict with the widely held view that definitions or meaning postulates 

are true by fiat. Therefore, a challenge for the defenders of an inconsistency view is to explain 

how it is possible for meaning postulates to fail to be true and still provide a word with meaning. 

Moreover, one needs to explain how it is possible for expressions whose meanings are governed 

by inconsistent principles to be used in successful communication. 

Tarski thinks of the expressions of English as having a meaning captured by a number of 

meaning postulates. These meaning postulates might happen to be inconsistent with one another 

or inconsistent with other true sentences. In particular, the meaning postulates that determine the 

meaning of ‘true’ turn out to be inconsistent. Since he is committed to the principle of non-

contradiction, Tarski draws the conclusion that not all meaning postulates are true and some of 

them must be rejected. What is needed in order for a set of postulates to capture the meaning of a 

word is not the truth of those postulates but rather the fact that those postulates are intended to 

govern the use of the word. Recall that unlike the Expressive Adequacy requirement formulated 

in chapter three, Material Adequacy does not require that the T-biconditionals be true.  

Chihara also thinks of meanings in terms of meaning postulates, and tries to explain how it 

is possible for some meaning postulates not to be true. He argues that in the case of truth there 

are some “generally accepted conventions which give the meaning of ‘true’”.2 A lesson that he 

wants to draw from the paradoxes is that these conventions or meaning postulates are 

inconsistent and some of them are not true.3 To show that the inconsistency of the meaning 

postulates does not preclude them from providing a word with a meaning, Chihara constructs the 

                                                 
2 See [Chihara 1979: 611]. 

3 Matti Eklund [2002] also argues that the notion of an inconsistent language can be made intelligible by observing 
the distinction between semantic competence and semantic value. 
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case of the Secretary Liberation club. The founding members of the Secretary Liberation club 

(Sec Lib) have decided that the eligibility to join Sec Lib is determined by the following rule: 

(R) A person is eligible to join this club if, and only if, he (she) is secretary of a club 

which he (she) is not eligible to join. [1979: 594] 

The rule is good enough to ensure the well-functioning of the club. Problems occur only when 

Sec Lib hires Ms. Fineline, who happens to be secretary of no other club, as a secretary. 

According to (R), Ms. Fineline is eligible to join Sec Lib if and only of she is not eligible. To be 

more specific, (R) is inconsistent with the following two claims: 

(F1) Ms. Fineline is secretary of Sec Lib. 

(F2) Ms. Fineline is not secretary of any other club. 

Given that the truth of (F1) and (F2) can be established empirically, the only option is to deny the 

truth of (R). This shows that not all the meaning postulates can be made true by fiat. (R) cannot 

be made true by fiat. This does not mean that they cannot provide the word with a meaning if 

these inconsistencies occur only in some isolated cases. Since inconsistencies only occur in some 

isolated cases (Ms.Fineline), (R)  can still be used as an effective criterion of eligibility.  

Similarly, not all the T-biconditionals can be made true by fiat. They cannot all be made true 

because they are either inconsistent or inconsistent with some empirical facts. 

The Sec Lib case offers a nice model of how one should think of inconsistent meaning 

postulates, but there are additional worries that need to be addressed. On the face of it, it seems 

that a consequence of the inconsistency view of truth is that no sentence in which ‘true’ functions 

as a predicate can make a statement. Chihara is aware of this difficulty which he formulates as 

follows:  

An explicating formula, …, determines whether a predicate applies to an object x only if 
there is no valid argument from true statements and the explicating formula itself to the 
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conclusion both that the predicate does apply to x and that the predicate does not apply to 
x. [Chihara 1983: 225] 

Given that the explicating formula (the T-schema) is inconsistent with some known facts, it 

follows that everything can be inferred from them. This would mean that no sentences containing 

‘true’ as a predicate can be used to make a statement. Chihara thinks that the difficulty can be 

solved by saying that even though there is a way to derive a contradiction, it would not be 

reasonable to do so: “in “real life” situations, one doesn’t simply accept blindly the logical 

consequences of whatever one may initially have reason to believe” [1983: 226]. It would also be 

wrong to think that an inconsistency view forces one to endorse a contradiction. Although the 

meaning postulates enable one to infer that a Liar sentence is both true and not true, it is not 

reasonable to make this inference. Once one realizes that the meaning postulates are 

inconsistent, one realizes that it does not make sense to ask whether the Liar is true or not4.  

Inconsistent Languages and the Inconsistency View of Truth 

There is a sense in which the view that English is inconsistent and the inconsistency view 

of truth are different. The thesis that the language is inconsistent is, in fact, weaker than the 

thesis that truth is inconsistent with the facts. The inconsistency of the language might not have 

anything in particular to do with the concept of truth. It might be related with notions that occur 

in paradoxes other than the Liar paradox. Thus, the inconsistency might be caused by principles 

having to do with the notion of satisfaction, with the notion of reference, or it might be the case 

that no particular notion is responsible for the inconsistency, but the language as a whole. In fact, 

                                                 
4 Gupta and Belnap raise an objection against this answer provided by Chihara: 

By putting the entire burden of the theory on the notion of “reasonable inference” – a notion of which no 
theoretical or even intuitive account is given – it obscures completely the contribution of the T-biconditionals 
to the meaning of ‘true’. [Gupta & Belnap 1993: 15] 

The problem, according to Gupta and Belnap, is that one needs to offer an account of what it means for an inference 
to count as reasonable, but it is hard to see how such an account can be developed without losing the simplicity that 
was emphasized as one of the main reasons to prefer the inconsistency account over its competitors.  
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Tarski’s argument for the inconsistency of English relies on a version of Grelling’s paradox 

rather than the Liar paradox. Nevertheless, he thought of the Grelling paradox as a paradox that 

is, just like the Liar paradox, based on the semantic principles that govern the meaning of ‘true’. 

Thus, a defender of the inconsistency of English is normally also committed to an inconsistency 

view of truth. 

The Inconsistency of the Concept of Truth 

Tarski and Chihara talk about the meaning of ‘true’ and potential definitions of it, but they 

do not talk explicitly about the concept of truth. Nevertheless, the inconsistency story can be and 

has been extended to the level of concepts. Ray [forthcoming: 8] argues that in fact “Tarski is 

best understood as having held an incoherence view of the concept of truth”. The T-

biconditionals (or, if one prefers, Chihara’s (Tr) principle) are principles that capture part of the 

content (or maybe the entire content) of the concept of sentential truth. It makes sense to talk 

about inconsistent concepts if concepts are understood as coming supplied with explicit 

application rules associated with a predicate. Certainly, this is not the only way one can think of 

concepts, so one can reject the whole strategy if one can argue that this is not the correct way to 

think of concepts5. Anyway, if concepts can be conceived of in this way, one can offer a pretty 

clear picture of what it means for a concept to be inconsistent. The concept is inconsistent if the 

application rules that are associated with it turn out to be inconsistent. These rules can offer full 

conceptual warrant to some sentences in the language, but they cannot guarantee that those 

sentences are true. The idea of thinking of concepts as coming supplied with application rules is 

also useful in characterizing the notion of an inconsistent language. A language M is inconsistent 
                                                 
5 One can worry that concepts should not be tied up with a predicate, but they should rather be thought of in terms of 
conditions for objects to fall under it. This could still enable one to talk about inconsistent concepts. They would be 
concepts such that the conditions for objects to fall under them are inconsistent. This way one could talk about a 
concept as being inconsistent even if no predicate has ever been intended to express it. 
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if “a deductively inconsistent sentence is derivable by the rules of inference of M from the 

assertible sentences of M”. [Ray 2002: 170] 6 

A Priori or Empirical Inconsistency? 

The inconsistency view of truth does not depend on any empirical facts. The argument for 

inconsistency depends on a fact of reference which could be either empirical or non-empirical. 

An empirical Liar would appeal to a contingent identity sentences such as (4). 

 (4) The first sentence on p. 6 in Quine’s first published book is identical to ‘The first 

sentence on p. 6 in Quine’s first published book is not true’. 

The truth of the reference premise can be verified, for instance, by a mere inspection of a page in 

a book. Tarski’s argument for the inconsistency of the language consisted initially in a Liar 

argument based on an empirical fact of reference. Nevertheless, he argued that the thesis that the 

language is inconsistent can also be derived without appealing to any empirical premise. One 

way to do this is to consider Grelling’s paradox instead of the Liar paradox. Tarski shows how 

one can run a Grelling argument that involves only semantic premises and no empirical premise. 

Ray (forthcoming) argues that the version of the Grelling argument sketched by Tarski falls short 

of offering the desired result. This is because the argument assumes that the definition of self-

applicability is formally correct. This means that the thesis that is delivered by the Grelling 

argument is not that truth is indefinable, but that either truth or self-applicability is an indefinable 

notion.7 Nonetheless, Ray shows how one can modify the Grelling argument so that it yields an 

indefinability theorem that depends neither on empirical facts of reference nor on the formal 

correctness of some other notion, such as self-applicability. Moreover, Tarski could have made 

                                                 
6 The assertible sentences of the language are those that either have full conceptual warrant or have been confirmed 
empirically. 

7 See [Ray forthcoming: 10]. 
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the same point by using a non-empirical Liar paradox instead of the Grelling paradox. Instead of 

using an empirical sentence such as (4), one could use instead (5) 

 (5) (L) = ‘(L) is not true’. 

which is not a merely contingent truth, because the expressions on both sides of the identity sign 

are rigid designators. In the case of non-empirical Liars all the reference facts involved in the 

argument are semantic facts. The corresponding identity premise is true by fiat (and, in addition, 

necessarily true), because English is a flexible language that allows one to choose any name 

whatsoever for a certain sentence.  

The fact that natural languages have all the features needed for running a Liar argument for 

a non-empirical Liar shows that both theses can be formulated in the strong version as claims of 

inconsistency per se, not only inconsistency with empirical facts. In what follows I will use the 

inconsistency thesis to refer to the strong version, unless I explicitly indicate that it is the weaker 

version that I have in mind.  

The fact that there is also a non-empirical way to support the inconsistency view can be 

used to show that the incoherence of the concept of truth is a purely conceptual matter: it can be 

established a priori. In fact, to show that the incoherence is a purely conceptual matter, one 

would not need to use a non-empirical Liar: one could use a modified version of the empirical 

argument. Instead of arguing that there is a Liar sentence, one could argue that there could be a 

Liar sentence. Thus, 

(S) The first sentence on p. 6 in Quine’s first published book is not true. 

could be used in a Liar argument even if the first sentence on p. 6 in Quine’s book is not (S) 

itself. It is enough that it could have been (S). Given that the T-biconditionals must hold 

necessarily, one can infer from them     
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◊(S & ~S), 

from which one can derive 

◊(S & ~S) & ~◊(S & ~S), 

which is an explicit contradiction. This means that even for a language that does not have the 

resources to refer to the Liar sentence via a rigid designator, one could still prove a priori that the 

concept of truth is incoherent.  

The Inconsistency View and Classical Logic 

Both Tarski and Chihara assume that the laws of classical logic hold for sentences of 

natural language. It is important to notice that the inconsistency view of truth does not actually 

depend on the assumption of classical logic. In chapter two I argued that one who rejects the 

principle of bivalence is normally also tempted to reject the principle of the excluded middle or 

reductio as absurdum. This way one might hope that although (Tr) together with the reference 

premise for (L) still allow one to deductively infer (C), 

(C) (L) is true iff (L) is not true. 

one no longer has resources to derive a contradiction of the form A & ~A. According to some 

very weak systems of logic, (C) would count as true if both sides of the biconditional lack a 

truth-value. If this is the case, then (Tr) is not inconsistent with all known facts. Other systems of 

logic, such as the system based on Kleene’s three-valued schema, take (C) to lack a truth value if 

both sides of the biconditional lack a truth-value. In this case (Tr) is still inconsistent with all 

known facts as long as inconsistency is understood as a semantic notion. Nevertheless, they are 

not inconsistent in the sense that one can derive a contradiction. Chihara took the inconsistency 

to hold in both senses. If one takes (Tr) to be a complete statement of what ‘true’ means8, then 

                                                 
8 Chihara seems to suggest that they indeed exhaust the meaning of ‘true’. 
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by rejecting classical logic one can indeed weaken the strength of the inconsistency thesis; at 

least it would not have the worrisome consequence that the mere acceptance of the principles 

governing the meaning of ‘true’ commits one to accepting the truth of a contradiction.  

Nevertheless, there are good reasons to think that (Tr) cannot exhaust the meaning that we 

associate with the predicate. In chapter two, I argued that there are other principles that capture 

other aspects of the meaning of ‘true’ and these principles together with (Tr) can be used to 

derive a contradiction on the basis of some very weak principles of logic. For instance, TC* and 

FC*, repeated here,  

TC*:  T(⎡A⎤) V ~T(⎡A⎤)       [every sentence is either true or not true]  

FC*:    F(⎡A⎤) V ~F(⎡A⎤)       [every sentence is either false or not false] 

are principles that capture part of the meaning that we associate with the predicates of truth and 

falsity. If TC* is added to the list of meaning postulates, then they can be proved to be 

inconsistent (in the sense that one can derive from them a contradiction) from logical laws that 

are much weaker than classical logic. Thus, the inconsistency view of truth does not depend on 

the assumption of classical logic.9  

Skepticism with Respect to Inconsistency  

The inconsistency view has been treated by many with skepticism. There are some prima 

facie reasons that have been offered to show that a view of this sort is incoherent. The 

consistency of natural languages, as well as the consistency of the meaning of ‘true’, seems to be 

a matter that is postulated rather than an issue that needs some investigation in order to be 

confirmed or infirmed.  

                                                 
9 Of course, the inconsistency view does not depend on the assumption of the principle of non-contradiction. 
Dialetheists have explored the possibility of solving the paradoxes by denying the principle of non-contradiction, but 
I will not discuss this view in this study.  
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It has been argued that there is no interesting way to articulate the notion of an inconsistent 

language. First of all, for uninterpreted languages the problem of consistency cannot make sense; 

there can be no sentences that can be evaluated as true or false and there are no axioms that 

would allow one to infer a contradiction.10 There is no set of sentences that could be tested for 

consistency. So one must assume that when the issue of consistency occurs, languages are 

understood as interpreted languages; when Tarski talks about inconsistent languages, he certainly 

has interpreted languages in mind. Scott Soames [1998] lists a number of possible ways to 

understand the notion of an inconsistent language, none of which are acceptable:11 

A. A language is inconsistent iff there are inconsistent or contradictory sentences in 

it. 

B. A language is inconsistent iff some sentence of the language and its negation are 

both true (iff at least one contradiction is true) 

C. A language is inconsistent iff there is some theory, T, formulated in that language, 

such that T is inconsistent. 

The first proposal does not work, because “any language with negation contains 

inconsistent sentences” and “any language with both negation and conjunction contains 

contradictory sentences” [Soames 1998: 53]. The second characterization, attributed by Soames 

to Salmon, fares no better: as long as the principle of non-contradiction is true, no language can 

be inconsistent in this sense. Finally, C cannot be the characterization one is looking for, because 

the inconsistency of a language cannot be characterized as the inconsistency of any old theory 

                                                 
10 There might be inconsistent rules of syntax associated with a certain vocabulary, but it is hard to think of a 
language in the absence of a consistent system of rules of syntax. 

11 Soames [1998: 53] 
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formulated in that language. The inconsistency of a particular theory formulated in a certain 

language does not necessarily make the language itself inconsistent.  

Although C fails to provide the desired characterization, it remains helpful in that it 

indicates that a correct characterization should have to do not with some arbitrary theory that can 

be formulated in the language, but with a theory that has to do with the semantics of that 

language (formulated either in the language itself or in a metalanguage). One option that one 

might want to consider is the theory that consists in all analytic sentences of that language, 

because the analytic sentences are those that are true in virtue of the meanings of the words. An 

inconsistent language could then be characterized by the following clause: 

(*) A language is inconsistent iff its analytic sentences are inconsistent.  

Unfortunately, there cannot be inconsistent languages in this sense.12 This is the conclusion of 

the following argument offered by Herzberger (from “the Logical Consistency of Language”): 

P1. The language L is not logically consistent in its analytic sentences. 

P2: L contains a nonempty set A of sentences such that:           [from P1] 

P2a: Every sentence in A is analytic; and 

            P2b: The set A is a logically inconsistent set of sentences. 

P3. Every sentence in A is true.                                                     [from P2a] 

P4. At least one sentence in A is not true.                                     [from P2b] 

This means that the assumption that there is a language that is inconsistent in this sense 

leads to a contradiction. Thus, if one still wants to talk about inconsistent languages, one should 

characterize this notion in a different way. Soames believes that there is no acceptable 

characterization of the notion and rejects it as incoherent. 

                                                 
12 Priest [in Semantic Closure] argues that there are, but this is only because he denies LNC. 
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The claim that the meaning of a term is inconsistent also faces prima facie difficulties. 

Traditionally, a definition has been taken as successfully conferring meaning to a term only if it 

was consistent. Thus, a set of postulates used as a definition is either consistent, in which case all 

postulates in the set are true by fiat, or it is inconsistent, in which case it fails to provide a 

definition. It is true that not all expressions in English have been introduced by a definition. 

However, there are semantic rules that govern the use of these expressions. As long as these 

expressions are held to be meaningful, those rules should be true by fiat.  

The notion of an inconsistent concept lends itself to similar criticism. In general, it is not 

clear whether and in what sense one can talk about inconsistent concepts. There is room for 

denying that there are inconsistent concepts. The notion of an inconsistent concept should be 

distinguished from the notion of a concept with an empty extension or with a necessarily empty 

extension. Normally, an expression like ‘round square’ is taken to have an empty extension 

necessarily. One can find more or less reasonable grounds to deny that it actually expresses a 

concept. However, having a necessarily empty extension does not offer enough grounds for 

denying that there is a concept expressed by the predicate. It is hard to deny that ‘prime number 

bigger than 23 but smaller than 29’ expresses a concept, even though its extension (assuming that 

mathematical truths are necessary) is also necessarily empty. In any case, inconsistent concepts 

are not merely empty concepts, concepts whose extension is (contingently or necessarily) empty. 

In their case there is no class or set that can be associated with the concept. If the extension of a 

concept is understood as a class or set of objects to which the concept applies, then there are no 

inconsistent concepts, because they would have no extension. There could still be objects to 

which the concept unproblematically applies or fails to apply; thus, unlike the concept of a round 

square which applies to no object, the concept of truth applies without difficulties to many 
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sentences, such as ‘Snow is white’, and it fails to apply to some other sentences. Nevertheless, 

this is not enough to determine an extension. Thus, one could argue against the idea that there are 

inconsistent concepts by saying that having an extension is a necessary condition for something 

to count as a concept.  

Intentional Inconsistency versus Linguistic Inconsistency 

The distinction between intended meaning and linguistic meaning enables a better 

understanding of the inconsistency view and shows, at the same time, in what sense the view has 

been misunderstood by some of the opponents of the view. The inconsistency thesis, (3), can be 

read either as a thesis of intentional inconsistency or as a thesis of linguistic inconsistency. I will 

argue that the thesis is properly understood as the thesis that the intended meaning of ‘true’ is 

inconsistent. Tarski’s thesis should be understood as the thesis that languages of a certain sort are 

intentionally inconsistent. Most of the objections that have been raised against inconsistency 

views are misguided because they stem from a misinterpretation of the inconsistency view as a 

thesis of linguistic inconsistency, which would indeed be an incoherent view.  

Nevertheless, I will argue that the arguments offered by Tarski, Chihara and others fail to 

establish that truth is intentionally inconsistent, because there are two ways in which one could 

think of the meaning postulates which have not been properly distinguished from one another. 

Two Kinds of Inconsistency 

One can notice that Chihara’s thesis of the inconsistency of ‘true’ can be read in two ways: 

as the thesis that a statement of what is the linguistic meaning of ‘true’ is inconsistent, or as the 

thesis that the principles that characterize the intended meaning of ‘true’ are inconsistent. Under 

the first reading, the inconsistency thesis requires that the rules that characterize the linguistic 

meaning of ‘true’ (the T-biconditionals) are inconsistent. Under the second reading, the 

inconsistency view is more modest. It only requires that the principles that are intended to govern 
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the meaning of ‘true’ are inconsistent; they do not have to be true. It is obvious that what Chihara 

is committed to is the view that the intended meaning of ‘true’ is inconsistent. He allows the 

possibility that some of the meaning postulates (some instances of the T-schema) are not true.  

Similarly, there are two ways in which a language can be said to be inconsistent. Tarski’s 

indefinability theorem establishes that closed languages are inconsistent. Nevertheless, he does 

not use this result to run a reductio argument to show that no language is in fact closed. He takes 

the inconsistency of a language to be a perfectly acceptable result. There is no contradiction 

involved in claiming that a language is inconsistent. It only means that the set of rules that are 

intended to govern the use of the expressions of the language is inconsistent. 

On the other hand, Herzberger and others like him (Kripke, for instance) think that the 

indefinability theorem can be used to run a reductio argument to prove that there are no 

semantically closed languages. According to Herzberger, as long as one sticks with the T-

biconditionals, “Tarski’s definition [the definition of a semantically closed language] leaves too 

little room for any such languages [semantically closed languages]” [Herzberger 1982: 481]. To 

support this idea he quotes the following remark by Kripke: 

the result should rather be formulated as such: no interpreted language in the ordinary first-
order predicate calculus containing number theory and so on, can be semantically closed; 
not that there are semantically closed ones but they are inconsistent”. [Herzberger 1982: 
481] 

It is clear that Tarski, on the one hand, and Herzberger and Kripke, on the other, do not talk 

about the same notion of language inconsistency. Thus, one can distinguish two senses in which 

a language can be said to be inconsistent13: 

                                                 
13 There is a parallel distinction between two senses in which a language can be closed: 
- a language is linguistically closed if it has a predicate that expresses the concept of truth as part of its linguistic 
meaning. 
-a language is intentionally closed if there is a predicate in the language that is intended to express the concept of 
truth. 
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(Intentional Inconsistency)  The principles that are intended to govern the use of the 

expressions of the language are inconsistent. 

(Linguistic Inconsistency)  The principles underwritten by the linguistic meanings of the 

expressions of the language are inconsistent. 

Herzberger and Kripke (and Soames as well) talk about linguistic inconsistency and correctly 

argue that there cannot be languages of this sort. The thesis that a language is linguistically 

inconsistent comes down to the thesis that its analytic sentences are inconsistent, which is false 

because analytic sentences are true by definition. Nevertheless, what Tarski argues for is that 

natural languages are intentionally inconsistent. Herzberger and Soames miss the target, because 

they misinterpret Tarski as endorsing a thesis of linguistic inconsistency.  

The view that the linguistic meaning of ‘true’ is inconsistent is indeed false. In order for an 

expression to have linguistic meaning a certain adequacy condition, Expressive Adequacy, must 

be met. This condition requires that the principles that are intended to be true are true and 

determine the linguistic meaning of the expression. Therefore, the rules that determine the 

linguistic meaning of an expression cannot be inconsistent. In particular, the linguistic meaning 

of ‘true’ cannot be inconsistent. This means that the inconsistency view of truth is consistent 

only if it is understood as the thesis that the intended meaning of ‘true’ is inconsistent. The 

objections raised by Herzberger and Soames against the inconsistency view miss the target, 

because they are objections against a view that nobody endorsed (the view that linguistic 

meaning is inconsistent).  

                                                                                                                                                             
It is undeniable that there is a predicate in English that is intended to express the concept of truth. Tarski’s thesis that 
English is inconsistent is supposed to be a consequence of the fact that English is intentionally closed. If one wants 
to reject the thesis that English is intentionally inconsistent, what one needs to show is that intentional closure does 
not in fact lead to a contradiction.  
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I will argue that although the thesis that meanings can be intentionally inconsistent is 

coherent, the paradox based arguments such as those offered by Tarski and Chihara fail to 

establish that the intended meaning of truth is inconsistent or that English is inconsistent. 

Intentional Inconsistency 

I think that the thesis that the intended meaning of a predicate is inconsistent is ambiguous. 

Suppose that one needs an expression to capture a certain content, which can be characterized by 

a certain set of application rules. When a predicate is assigned the role of capturing that content, 

then it is supposed to be used in accordance with a corresponding set of principles. This 

corresponding set of principles could be identified with the application rules of the concept (the 

intended meaning rules) or with the rules that would characterize the predicate in the hypothesis 

that it successfully expresses the concept (the hypothetical meaning rules14). In most cases, the 

hypothetical meaning rules are consistent. Nevertheless, they could also be inconsistent. This 

does not necessarily mean that the intended meaning is inconsistent. What it means is that if the 

predicate succeeds in playing the role that has been assigned to it, then the intended meaning 

rules are inconsistent. There are two ways in which this situation could occur: either the intended 

meaning is inconsistent, or it is inconsistent with the hypothesis that the predicate successfully 

plays the role that has been assigned to it. Take, for instance, the predicate ‘true’. This predicates 

is intended to capture the concept of truth, which means that it is supposed to apply to a sentence 

just in case that sentence is true (the intended meaning rules). If the predicate succeeds in playing 

this role, then its meaning is determined by the T-biconditionals (the hypothetical meaning 

rules), which can be proved to be inconsistent by using a Liar argument. This could be taken to 

mean that the intended meaning of ‘true’ is inconsistent or only that the intended meaning of 

                                                 
14 When one wants to express a certain concept in L, on is looking for a predicate of L which, if it is successful, 
would behave in the way prescribed by the concept.  
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‘true’ is inconsistent with the hypothesis that ‘true’ successfully plays the role that has been 

assigned to it. An inconsistency theorist chooses the former option, while a defender of the 

inexpressibility view chooses the latter. The difference between the two options can be better 

emphasized by comparing the meanings of ‘true’ and ‘true*’. Chihara [1979] introduces a new 

predicate, ‘true*’, which is implicitly defined by the following T-biconditionals:  

(T*)  ‘S’ is true* if and only if S. 

The meaning of ‘true*’ is by definition exhausted by the above T*-biconditionals. Therefore, in 

this case the T*-biconditionals constitute the intended meaning rules, not only the hypothetical 

meaning rules. The intended meaning of ‘true*’ is characterized by the T*-biconditionals, which 

are inconsistent. On the other hand, ‘true’ is not defined by the T-biconditionals. It is a predicate 

intended to capture the concept of truth, which means that if it succeeds, then its meaning would 

be characterized by the T-biconditionals. The T-biconditionals constitute the hypothetical 

meaning rules, not also the intended meaning rules. Both ‘true’ and ‘true*’ fail to express the 

concepts that they are intended to express. The difference is that the concept of a true* sentence 

of English is incoherent (the intended meaning of ‘true*’ is inconsistent), while the concept of a 

true sentence of English could very well be consistent (the intended meaning of ‘true’ could very 

well be consistent) because Liar sentences do not offer any good reason to think that it is not 

consistent. Chihara’s concept of an eligible member of Sec Lib would indeed be an incoherent 

concept (i.e., the intended meaning of ‘eligible member of Sec Lib’ is inconsistent), but the case 

is more similar to the ‘true*’ case rather than ‘true’, because the application rules of the concept 

are inconsistent regardless of whether the predicate succeeds in playing the role that has been 

assigned to it.  
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What the above remarks show is not that the inconsistency view is false. The thesis that 

some concepts are incoherent is indeed coherent. Nevertheless, they show that the arguments 

offered by Tarski and Chihara fail to establish the inconsistency view, because they leave open 

the possibility that the intended meaning is consistent, but the predicate fails to express it. 

Moreover, it can be argued that the whether the concept of truth is coherent or not, it remains 

inexpressible. Therefore, the thesis that truth is inexpressible offers the best explanation of the 

Liar paradoxes and the thesis that the concept is incoherent is unjustified. 

Inconsistency Entails Inexpressibility 

The inexpressibility argument that I formulated in chapter three does not appeal to the 

assumption that truth is a consistent concept. Therefore, the same argument can be used to argue 

that the concept is inexpressible even if the inconsistency view holds. However, one can 

establish a more general result: inconsistent concepts are inexpressible. In order for a predicate to 

express a concept it must have a linguistic meaning that would have to match its intended 

meaning. If one thinks of concepts, the way Ray suggested, in terms of application rules 

associated with a predicate, then the notion of a concept can be assimilated with the notion of 

intended meaning of a predicate: both are thought of in terms of some intended rules of 

application of a predicate. I already argued that if the hypothetical meaning rules are 

inconsistent, then they fail to provide the predicate with linguistic meaning, because in order for 

there to be a match between the rules that characterize the linguistic meaning and the 

hypothetical meaning rules, the hypothetical meaning rules must be consistent. Nevertheless, if 

the intended meaning rules are inconsistent, then the hypothetical meaning rules would be 

inconsistent as well. Thus, if the intended meaning rules are inconsistent, the predicate fails to 

have a linguistic meaning. 
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Chihara recommends the following criterion that can be used to choose between 

competitor theories: 

One consideration that moves reasonable people to prefer a theory to a competitor is 
whether the acceptance of the one would require less revision of our presently accepted 
scientific theories than would acceptance of the other. [Chihara 1979: 604] 

According to the inconsistency view, the Liar paradoxes are explained by assuming that the 

principles that characterize the intended meaning of ‘true’ are inconsistent, a view that entails 

that the language cannot express the concept of truth. However, if this is how paradoxes are 

explained, one could also explain them by just denying that the language can express the concept 

of truth without also having to assume that the concept is inconsistent. Thus, the inexpressibility 

account offers the simplest account of the semantic paradoxes.  
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CHAPTER 5 
NON-LINGUISTIC LIARS  

In chapter three I argued that the linguistic Liar paradoxes (the paradoxes generated by 

Liar sentences, Liar statements or Liar utterances) can be solved by saying that natural 

languages, appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, are unfit to express the concept of truth. 

This account enables one to argue that none of these Liar paradoxes give us good reason to think 

that the concept of truth is inconsistent. However, there are non-linguistic Liar paradoxes that are 

still unaccounted for which could provide such a reason. The inexpressibility view is compatible 

with the inconsistency view of truth. In fact, one of the theses that I argued for in chapter four is 

that all inconsistent concepts are inexpressible. Nevertheless, the inexpressibility view would 

lose much of its appeal if inconsistencies can be proved to persist at the non-linguistic level.  In 

chapter four, I argued that the inexpressibility view can be used to show that linguistic Liars do 

not suffice to show that the concept of truth is inconsistent. If it can be argued that an 

inconsistency survives at the level of non-linguistic Liars even if one drops the assumption that 

there is a predicate of English that expresses the concept of truth, then the inexpressibility view 

would fail to provide a way to save the consistency of truth.  

In this chapter I argue that all Liar arguments generated by non-linguistic Liars can be 

blocked. There are two kinds of non-linguistic Liar paradoxes that need to be accounted for, each 

of them correlated with a particular kind of truth-bearer: propositions and mental representations. 

First, let us notice that non-linguistic Liars that are still specified by means of a sentence do not 

raise special difficulties for the inexpressibility view. Consider, for instance, the following non-

linguistic Liar: 

(LP)     The proposition expressed by (LP) is not true. 
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It is clear that a defender of the inexpressibility view would have no difficulty blocking the Liar 

argument by denying that (LP) expresses a proposition (because it fails to have a linguistic 

meaning). The difficult cases which I will focus on in this chapter are the potential Liars which 

are not specified via a sentence. I will first argue that no inconsistency can be derived at the level 

of mental representations, and then show that there are no Liar propositions.  

Mental Representations 

Consider first the possibility of Liar thoughts, understood as mental representations. Could 

one think that one’s thought is not true? On the face of it, it appears that there should be Liar 

thoughts. Just like sentences, mental states can have the property of being about themselves. It is 

hard to deny that one could think at t that the thought one has at t is not true. This thought is 

paradoxical, because both the assumption that it is true and the assumption that it is not true seem 

to lead to a contradiction. It seems also possible for there to be Pair Liar thoughts. If A thinks at t 

that B’s thought at t’ is not true, and B’s thought at t’ is that A’s thought at t is true, then we 

seem to land again in paradox. If A’s thought is true, then B’s thought is not true. Since what B 

thinks at t’ is that A’s thought is true, it would follow that A’s thought is not true. On the other 

hand, if A’s thought is not true, it follows that B’s thought at t’ is not true. Since this is the 

content of A’s thought, it would follow that A’s thought at t is true after all. Again, both 

alternatives appear to lead to a contradiction.  

I used ‘thought’ in its ordinary sense. Thoughts are very often understood in a very broad 

sense, to cover any mental state or psychological experience. Descartes, for instance, takes all 

intentional state (belief, desire, hope, etc.) to be a form of thinking. Nevertheless, one needs to 

distinguish the various senses in which one could talk about Liar thoughts, and see exactly which 

of them indeed generates a contradiction. Some of them do not. For instance, the Liar thought 

would be really unproblematic if it were understood as the mere act of entertaining a proposition. 
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Frege distinguishes between merely entertaining a proposition and the act of judging, which is an 

act of assenting to that proposition or of holding-it-true.1 If my thought at t is the act of merely 

entertaining the proposition that my thought at t is not true, it would be a completely harmless 

Liar thought. The act of merely entertaining a content is not the kind of entity that has a truth-

value. If at t’ I merely entertain the proposition that my thought at t is not true, then my having 

that thought at t’ would not be enough to infer that my thought at t is not true. Likewise, no 

contradiction can be derived from my later judgment that the Liar thought is not true. If at t’ I 

judge that my thought at t is not true, then my judgment at t’ is true. However, this does not 

entail that the thought I have at t is true, because my belief at t’ and my thought at t differ in 

precisely that respect that entitles the former but not the latter to have a truth-value: the 

psychological mode. 

Thoughts and Beliefs 

The Liar thought paradoxes become less trivial when the structure of the mental state 

includes an assenting psychological mode in addition to the grasp of the propositional content. 

When one believes something, one does not merely entertain a certain content but also assents to 

that propositional content. It is customary to distinguish between dispositional and occurrent 

beliefs. Normally, dispositional beliefs are considered to be those that I might not be actually 

aware of (I might have never had them present in my mind), but I have the disposition to assent 

to if asked. Occurrent beliefs are those that I am currently aware of. According to this picture, I 

have an indefinite number of dispositional beliefs, only a few of them (if any) being occurrent at 

a certain instant of time. Whether this is the right way to draw the distinction is controversial. It 

                                                 
1 What exactly Frege meant by a judgment is controversial. Ricketts [1996], for instance, argues that the act of 
judging is to be understood as the act of acknowledging the truth of the content, and that Frege would want to say 
that one can judge only true propositions. I assumed here the more standard understanding, according to which the 
content that is judged does not have to be true. See also Kremer [2000] and Ricketts [1986]. 
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has been argued plausibly that the way we use ‘belief’ in English suggests that it only applies to 

dispositional states2. If so, the proper distinction should be between tacit and explicit beliefs. I 

will not engage in this controversy here, but from now on I will use ‘belief’ to refer to 

dispositional states and ‘thought’ to refer to what sometimes are called occurrent beliefs3. 

A complete account of the mental representation Liars would have to deal with both Liar 

beliefs and Liar thoughts. I think that the notion of thought is more basic, because dispositional 

beliefs are characterized in terms of thoughts. Therefore, I will first give an account of Liar 

thoughts and then I will apply the account to Liar beliefs.  

Liar Thoughts 

One way in which one could block the Liar thought argument is to deny that there are Liar 

thoughts. It is a fact that I have direct psychological evidence that I have a mental state at t, 

which I have good reasons to characterize as a thought. However, one could argue that although 

it might seem to me that I have a thought at t, what the Liar argument shows is that I actually do 

not have one. The difficulty with denying that there are Liar thoughts can be brought to light 

when considering empirical Liar thoughts. Adapting a line of reasoning from Kripke, we can 

make the case as follows. It is implausible to argue that the mental states that are commonly 

described as empirical Liar thoughts are, in fact, not thoughts because they are paradoxical. In 

their case paradoxicality is an empirical matter, while being a thought is an intrinsic feature of 

the mental state. Had the empirical circumstances been different, then there would have been no 

problem calling that mental state a thought. This means that the mental state should also count as 

a thought under the current circumstances. Therefore, it would be a mistake to deny that there are 

                                                 
2 See Bach [1981] and Lycan [1986].  

3 I will distinguish later between thoughts and judgments and between acts of thinking and acts of judging. Not all 
thoughts constitute judgments.  
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empirical Liar thoughts or Pair Liar thoughts. Notice that this view does not assume an internalist 

view about thought content. It might seem that the externalist thesis that the content of a mental 

state might depend on external factors undermines the argument I used to support the thesis that 

the mental state I have at t is a thought. Nevertheless, even an externalist would have to admit 

that the mental state’s being a thought cannot depend on external factors. Therefore, it is safe to 

conclude that there could be Liar thoughts. 

Gappy Thoughts 

I will assume now that the mental state I have at t is a Liar thought, T. If the Liar thought is 

true, it is hard to find a way to avoid a contradiction. The question is whether one can coherently 

maintain that the Liar thought is not true. The Liar argument shows that there are prima facie 

reasons to think that one cannot. Suppose that at t’ I think that the Liar thought is not true, and 

suppose that the thought I have at t’, T’, is true. The problem is that the thought I have at t and 

the thought I have at t’ appear to have the same content. This would mean that in order to avoid 

the contradiction, one would have to deny the attractive principle that the truth-value of a thought 

is a function of its content and how the world is.  

I will argue that there are good reasons to think that the two thoughts, T and T’, do not 

have the same content, but this will not be quite enough to solve the problem. The challenge will 

be to argue that the difference in content is sufficient to determine a difference in truth-value.  

The idea that the two thoughts have the same content derives from the observation that in 

both cases, the same thing is thought about the same entity. Various traditional accounts of the 

relation between thought and thought content indeed support the content identity thesis. One 

could take the two thoughts to be singular thoughts whose contents have the object of thought as 

a subpart. Since both thoughts are about the same object (the thought at t) and the other belief 

ingredients appear to be the same, then the beliefs would have to have the same content. 



 

105 

Alternatively, one could also think that it is not the object of thought that is part of the thought 

content, but a mode of presentation that is insensitive to contextual features such as the thinker 

and the time at which the thought occurs. For instance, the mode of presentation could be the 

content of a purely qualitative description. This view would also support the idea that T and T’ 

have the same content. 

Both Fregean and Russellian semantics have enough resources to support the idea that, in 

fact, T and T’ have different contents. The difference in content can be explained if the 

contribution made by contextual factors — such as the thinker and the time of the thinking event 

— to the content of the thought is taken seriously4. Unfortunately, this is not yet enough to block 

the Liar Thought argument. What needs to be argued is that there is a difference in content that is 

sufficient to determine a difference in truth-value. It appears to be difficult to explain why two 

thoughts that differ only in that they occur at different instances of time differ in truth-value. For 

example, one could argue that my thought that Brutus killed Caesar and another person’s thought 

that Brutus killed Caesar do not have exactly the same content, due to some contextual elements 

                                                 
4 For instance Traditional interpretations of Fregean semantics took modes of presentations to be contents of purely 
qualitative definite descriptions. However, it has been argued (Evans [1997] and Perry [1997]) that a proper 
understanding of the Fregean semantics is one that makes the mode of presentation sensitive to the thinker, the time 
of the thinking event and the object of thought. According to this picture, T and T’ would have to have different 
contents although they are thoughts of the same person and about the same object, because the mode of presentation 
of T at t is different from the mode of presentation of T at t’.  
A similar story can be told within a non-Fregean semantic framework. Even if the possession of a thought such as T 
or T’ could be reported by using a proper name in the that-clause, as in (1) and (2), 
(1) At t I was thinking that T was not true. 
(2) At t’ I was thinking that T was not true. 
the contents of these thoughts are not singular propositions that contain T as a proper part. Leaving aside the fact 
that ‘true’ fails to have a linguistic meaning, there are good reasons to think that the content of T or T’ is not 
identical with the content of the sentence following the that-clause in the thought report, but rather with the content 
of a sentence that contains a description of the thought. Ludwig [1996] argues that if the description of the object is 
purely qualitative, then it might fail to pick out an object. If the universe we live in turns out to be a symmetrical or 
an infinitely repetitive universe, then the description would apply to more than one entity, so it would fail to pick out 
a particular object. Therefore, in order for a description to successfully pick out an object, it must be anchored in the 
self and the present time. This suggests that the content of a thought such as T or T’ should be identified with the 
content of a sentence containing a description that is anchored in the self and the present time. If this is the case, 
then it is clear that T and T’ will have different contents, because they contain different descriptions, anchored in 
different times.  
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(such as the thinker and the time when the thinking event occurs) that are part of the thought 

content. Nevertheless, that difference in content does not make for a difference in truth-value. 

The principle that requires that these thoughts have the same truth-value is not the thesis that 

sense (plus the world) determines reference, but a principle corresponding to the principle of 

intersubstitutivity at the level of thoughts. Although T and T’ have different contents, they 

involve different modes of presentations of the same entities, so the principle of 

intersubstitutivity would require that the modes of presentations can be interchanged salva 

veritate. In the next section I argue that there is more to the difference between the two thoughts 

than the differences in the description or the mode of presentation of the object. One can explain 

why the two thoughts differ in truth-value without violating any intersubstitutivity principle. The 

difference in truth-value is not the result of a difference in propositional content.  

Intentional states and their propositional content 

I will argue that the difference in content between the two thoughts is sufficient to 

determine a difference in truth-value. The structure of a propositional attitude consists in a 

propositional content and a certain psychological mode that determines the type of the 

intentional state. One can distinguish between thoughts, beliefs, desires, commands or promises 

which are different attitudes one could have towards the same propositional content. Thus, it is 

clear that the propositional content is not enough to determine the semantic value of a thought. 

Moreover, I will argue that the conjunction of a propositional content and a psychological mode 

might also fail to determine a semantic value for the thought. It could happen for a certain 

thought to fail to be an act of judging although it is an act of thinking. In particular, although it is 

a thought, the Liar thought fails to have what I call an assentive content, so it fails to have a 

truth-value. When one has a thought, one performs an action: the action of thinking a certain 

content. Therefore, one needs to draw a distinction between what one thinks and what one does 
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in thinking it, which is parallel to the distinction drawn in speech act theory between what one 

says and what one does in saying it. I will argue that parallel to the way one can talk about 

infelicitous speech acts, one can also talk about infelicitous thought acts. In particular, the Liar 

thought turns out to be an infelicitous thought act, and for this reason lacks a truth-value. 

This type of solution to the Liar thought paradox can be better explained by comparing it 

with the corresponding attempt to solve the Liar statement paradox. One strategy that has been 

proposed for solving the linguistic Liar paradox is to say that truth and falsity apply to statements 

rather than sentences and deny that there is a Liar statement. Thus, Martinich [1983] proposes 

that Liar paradoxes should be treated not as semantic paradoxes but rather as speech act 

paradoxes. According to him, the paradox generated by the Liar statement belongs to the same 

family of paradoxes as the paradoxes of commands, the paradoxes of promises and the paradoxes 

of bets. Utterances (3) – (5)5 

(3) I order you not to obey any of my orders. 

(4) I bet that I do not win this bet. 

(5) I promise you that I will not keep any promises. 

are paradoxical, according to him, in the same way as an utterance of (6) 

(6) This statement is not true. 

All these paradoxes can be solved, according to Martinich, by saying that the speech act is 

infelicitous. In particular, when one utters (6), one fails to make a statement (i.e., one fails to 

make an assertion), because there is an essential condition for a speech act to count as an 

assertion which is not met. This essential condition, pointed out by Searle, requires that “the 

                                                 
5 See Martinich [1983]. There is a similar paradox of interrogative speech acts, proposed by Lappin [1982]: 
 (Q) Is there a negative answer to this question? 
where a negative answer is any answer “which answers a question, and which contains either negation of its main 
VP or negation of the main sentence” [Lappin 1982: 574]. For desires, a candidate would be: 
 (D) I desire that my current desire remain unsatisfied. 
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speaker intends that the audience will take his utterance as representing how things are”6 

[Martinich 1983: 64]. However, Martinich claims, “a speaker cannot have this intention if he 

utters (6) and knows what it means” [1983: 64]. In the same way, utterances of (3), (4) and (5) 

are infelicitous speech acts, because their corresponding essential condition is not met.7  

In fact, I think that this strategy fails to offer a satisfactory account of the linguistic Liar 

paradoxes. For one thing, the strategy cannot be extended to other linguistic Liar paradoxes. 

Martinich was content with the idea that his solution does not apply to contingent Liars on the 

grounds that there is no good reason to expect that contingent and non-contingent Liar paradoxes 

receive the same kind of solution.8 Nevertheless, there are also non-contingent Liar paradoxes 

which cannot be solved in this way. In particular, the strategy does not apply to Pair Liar 

statements, because the essential condition could be met in their case, so one cannot deny that the 

two speech acts constitute statements. Moreover, the strategy fails to account for other 

paradoxical statements such as: 

(7) (7) is either not true or fails to be a statement. 

If one says that (7) fails to be a statement, a simple rule of logic would force one to saying that 

(7) is either not true or fails to be a statement, which would mean that (7) is true after all. 

The type of strategy proposed by Martinich is more appropriate to account for the Liar 

paradoxes that occur at the level of thought acts than for those at the level of speech acts. One 

can explain the Liar thought paradoxes as thought act paradoxes, and one can solve them by 

noticing that there is a certain infelicity that can be attributed to certain thoughts.  

                                                 
6 This might be spell out as the requirement that the mental state is identified as one with a mind-to-world direction 
of fit and with conditions of satisfaction. 

7 Martinich [1983] characterizes his account as a pragmatic solution, but I think that it would be more appropriately 
called semantic.  

8 Martinich [1983: 64-65]. 
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In particular, it can be argued that the Liar thought is in a certain sense infelicitous.9 It 

cannot be denied that when I think the Liar thought I am in a particular psychological mode. 

Nevertheless, the propositional content and the psychological mode fail to determine a truth-

value for the thought. Normally, the notion of content is thought of as determining the semantic-

value. Therefore, I will introduce a new notion, the semantic content of a thought act, which is 

supposed to determine the truth-value of the thought and consists in its propositional content and 

what I call its assentive content. The assentive content is normally identified with the 

psychological mode of the thought, but sometimes — as it happens for the Liar thought — the 

two come apart.   

For Searle, in order for a mental state to count as a belief it must have a mind-to-world 

direction of fit and a satisfaction condition. It is normally thought that these requirements are met 

if one is in a state with a certain type of psychological mode. Nevertheless, in some rare cases, 

such as the paradoxical thoughts, there is a conflict between the psychological mode and the 

propositional content. This conflict precludes the thought from having a direction of fit and 

satisfaction conditions.  

It would be helpful to draw a distinction between an act of thinking and an act of judging10. 

The former only requires the right psychological state. The latter requires that the act has an 

assentive content. The Liar thought fails to be a judgment. The Liar thought has in common with 

the mental state in which one merely entertains a proposition the fact that neither is an act of 

judging or of holding something true. They differ in that the former has a psychological 

                                                 
9  One could plausibly argue that there could be no Liar thought if at the time when the thought occurs I know what 
my Liar thought is about and I know what its propositional content is. It was for this kind of reason that Martinich 
thought that there cannot be a Liar statement. Nevertheless, it is hard to deny that one could have a Liar thought if 
one does not know at the time when the thought occurs what the content of the thought he is thinking about is.  

10 ‘Act of judging’ is a technical term. 
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component that the latter (the act of merely entertaining a proposition) does not have. The Liar 

argument can be blocked by noticing that the thought I have at t does not determine a judgment.  

One might wonder why one should care about the semantic content and the assentive 

content of a thought. Why is it not enough to look at its propositional content and psychological 

mode? The answer is that the notion of content is normally understood as determining 

satisfaction condition. This is how Searle thinks of the content of an intentional state.11 The Liar 

Thought argument is run on the premise that psychological mode and the propositional content 

(together with the facts in the world) are enough to determine the semantic value of the thought. 

This view can accommodate the internalist intuition that the content of an intentional state 

is an intrinsic feature of it. This intuition would require that if two possible worlds differ only in 

what B’s thought at t’ is, then A’s thought that B’s thought at t’ is not true would have to have 

the same content in the two worlds. The view I articulated is compatible with saying that A’s 

thought would have the same propositional content. The propositional content of the intentional 

state could be the same regardless of how the world is. However, the assentive content of the 

intentional state is not an intrinsic property of the state, and it could be different in different 

possible circumstances.  

There is a reason why the strategy described above is more successful for thought act Liar 

paradoxes. For both speech acts and thought acts one can distinguish between the propositional 

content and the type of the act (its force, to use Frege’s vocabulary). However, there is an 

important difference. Typically, the aspect of the speech act that determines its type can be 

separated from the aspect that contributes the propositional content (the meaning of the sentence 

in the given context). Most frequently there is a syntactical force indicator (the syntactical 

                                                 
11 See [Searle 2004: 169]. 
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structure of the sentence, the tense, the presence of some expressions such as ‘promise’ or 

‘please’, etc.), but these are not reliable indicators.12 A more reliable force indicator is how the 

speaker intends his act to be recognized by the hearer. Moreover, the act “succeeds, and the 

intention with which it is performed is fulfilled, if the audience recognizes that intention” [Bach 

1998]. One can easily imagine Liar statements that are not only intended by the speaker to be 

recognized as assertions, but are also recognized as such by the audience.13 One cannot deny that 

the speech act is infelicitous because there is a conflict between its force and its propositional 

content, because the felicity conditions are met. Therefore, in their case the strategy proposed by 

Martinich fails.  

On the other hand, a thought act is felicitous if it succeeds in being an act of holding 

something true. For propositional attitudes, the psychological state that determines the type of 

the state is inseparable from the attitude itself. In particular, the assentive part (the holding-

something-true) cannot be separated from the thought act. Therefore the assentive content of the 

thought cannot be determined independently of its propositional content. This makes it possible 

to explain the infelicity of a thought act as a result of a conflict between the two aspects.  

Liar Beliefs 

I will now turn to the case of Liar beliefs, where beliefs are understood as dispositional 

states. It is hard to imagine a non-contingent Liar belief that is not specified via a sentence or a 

thought. Nevertheless, there might well be contingent Liar beliefs or Pair Liar beliefs. Suppose 

that A believes that B’s favorite belief is not true and that B believes that A’s favorite belief is 

                                                 
12 To use an example offered by Bach [1998], section 1, by uttering ‘I will call a lawyer’ one could perform speech-
acts of various types: predictions, promises or warnings. 

13 This happens for Liar thoughts whose paradoxicality depends on some empirical facts that neither the speaker nor 
the hearer is aware of. 
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true. Assume that it happens that the two are A’s and B’s favorite beliefs. The two beliefs are 

paradoxical.   

The solution to this paradox will rely on the solution I proposed for the Liar thought 

paradoxes. Beliefs can be spelled out in terms of thoughts (or, if one prefers, occurrent beliefs), 

so a Liar belief paradox comes down to some variation of a Liar thought paradox. Having a 

dispositional nature, beliefs cannot be said to be infelicitous. Only acts can be said to be 

infelicitous. Nonetheless, beliefs could display a dispositional infelicity if they could have 

thought occurrences which are infelicitous. Take, for instance, A’s belief that B’s favorite belief 

is not true. Saying that A has this belief amounts to saying that if asked, A would think that B’s 

favorite belief is not true. This thought of A would be infelicitous in the same sense as the Pair 

Liar thoughts.14 This can be seen from the following inferences: 

(8) If asked, A’s thought is true.  

(9) B’s favorite belief is not true.  

(10) B’s belief that A’s favorite belief is true is not true.  

(11) The thought B would have if asked (which is the thought that A’s favorite belief is 

true) is not true.  

(12) A’s favorite belief is not true. 

(13) If asked, A’s thought is not true. 

This shows that the Liar belief paradoxes are actually derived from a paradox at the level 

of thoughts. This paradox can be solved by saying that A’s thought would lack a truth-value 

because it is infelicitous. Therefore, the two Liar beliefs also lack a truth-value, because they 

display a dispositional infelicity. 

                                                 
14 I take the notion of a true thought as basic, and treat the notion of a true belief as derivative. 
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Liar Propositions 

Consider now the case of propositions, understood in a broad enough sense to include both 

Russellian propositions and Fregean thoughts. If there is yet a Liar argument at the level of 

propositions, then we still have a reason to think that there is something wrong with the concept 

of truth or with the property of truth. We might be forced to saying that there is no property of 

truth, and so nothing to be expressed. I will argue that there are after all no Liar propositions that 

would force us to such a position. 

If there is a Liar proposition, it is a proposition that represents itself as not being true. 

Could there be a Liar proposition? Of course, the issue arises only if one grants that there are 

propositions, so I will assume that there are abstract entities of this sort. I will argue that none of 

our grounds for admitting propositions forces us to admit Liar propositions. Propositions are 

generally admitted in our ontology for two reasons: we need some entities that, first, play the role 

of truth bearers better than sentences and, second, serve the role of objects of our propositional 

attitudes. It is easy to see that the existence of a Liar proposition could not be motivated by the 

first of the above mentioned reasons, because no sentence of English could express a Liar 

proposition, for truth is inexpressible in English. It could be the case that no sentence in any 

language can express a Liar proposition.  

Could a Liar proposition be the propositional content of a thought? Suppose that I think at t 

that the propositional content of my thought at t is not true.15 The propositional content of the 

thought I have at t appears to be paradoxical, because it can be used to run a Liar argument. If the 

propositional content is true, then it would also have to be not true. If it is not true, then it would 

follow that it is in fact true. However, there are ways to block the derivation of this contradiction. 

                                                 
15 I could also consider the case in which I merely entertain at t the proposition that the proposition I am merely 
entertaining at t is not true.  
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The Liar argument assumes that my thought at t has a propositional content, which means that it 

can be turned into a reductio argument whose conclusion is that my thought at t in fact has no 

propositional content. This conclusion might strike one as implausible on the grounds that if my 

thought at t is an empirical thought, then we would have had no reason to deny that it had a 

propositional content had the circumstances been different. Nevertheless, there is no good reason 

to believe that if a thought act has a propositional content it must have a propositional content in 

all counterfactual circumstances in which it is performed. A further complaint is that although 

one might deny that the thought has a propositional content, it nonetheless has a content which 

falls short of being a proposition. If this is granted, the challenge would be to account for the 

content of a slightly modified thought that I might have at t: I might think that the content16 of 

my thought at t is not true. If this content is not a proposition, then it has to be neither true nor 

false. Therefore, at t’ I would be justified in thinking that the content of my thought at t is not 

true. I want to say that my thought at t’ has a propositional content, which is true. The difficulty 

is to explain why the thought at t’ has a propositional content while the thought at t does not have 

one, although in both cases I seem to be thinking the same thing about the same entity. This 

might seem surprising, but it has to be accepted as a fact. Something can be called a proposition 

only in so far as it has a representational power. It turns out that the content of the thought at t’ is 

representational, while the content of the thought at t is not. The difference between the two 

contents might be explained by the observation that in one case the content is part of what it is 

supposed to represent. 

                                                 
16 As opposed to the propositional content. 
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What remains to be investigated is whether there could be a Liar proposition such that 

there could be no thought or sentence has it as its propositional content.17 Although none of the 

traditional grounds for admitting propositions would motivate the existence of a Liar thought of 

this sort, one who takes abstract entities such as propositions and their ingredients seriously 

might think that there are propositions that are both inexpressible and unthinkable. Although 

there could be propositions that are both inexpressible and unthinkable, I think that there are 

good reasons to think that they cannot include Liar propositions. The ingredients of propositions 

(concepts, senses of descriptions, etc.) could be recombined to obtained new propositions. 

Nevertheless, one gets a proposition only if the new abstract entity is a representation. No 

arrangement of the ingredients would result in a Liar proposition. What is thought to be a Liar 

proposition cannot be a representation, therefore it is not a proposition. One might find it 

puzzling why some arrangements of the concept of truth and other ingredients fail to constitute a 

proposition, but it is hard to see why the concept of truth could be made responsible for this. 

Therefore, there are no good Liar arguments at the level of propositions that motivate the view 

that the concept of truth is inconsistent. 

Mentalese Liars 

I will end this chapter with a brief discussion of Mentalese Liar paradoxes. According to 

the representational view of thoughts and beliefs, having a thought or a belief is having a mental 

or physical representation with a certain propositional content. What the Language of Thought 

Hypothesis adds to this picture is the idea that these representations constitute a mental language 

(Mentalese) that has a syntax and semantics just like natural languages. If this hypothesis is true, 

                                                 
17 One way to imagine a Liar proposition would be to think of some propositional ingredients that could be arranged 
in the appropriate order to generate the appropriate proposition. One ingredient is, certainly, the concept of truth. 
The nature of the remaining ingredients would depend on one’s favorite view of semantics. 



 

116 

then Mentalese appears to have all the ingredients that are necessary to construct a Liar belief. 

The Liar belief would be a representation that represents itself as not true. The question is 

whether the Mentalese Liar paradoxes should be accounted for the way linguistic Liar paradoxes 

have been accounted for, or like the non-linguistic Liar paradoxes. The fact that we are dealing 

with a language, albeit a language of thought, might suggest that Mentalese Liar paradoxes 

should be solved by applying the inexpressibility account. I will argue that this strategy would be 

unsuccessful, and that the paradoxes should rather be treated like the other non-linguistic 

paradoxes.  

To apply the inexpressibility account to the Mentalese Liars would involve saying that the 

concept of truth cannot be the content of any predicative part of a representation, and that the 

proposition that the Mentalese Liar is not true cannot be the content of any representation. The 

difficulty is that once one admits that one can think that the Mentalese Liar is not true, 

representationalism about thoughts forces one to accept that there is a representation of that 

thought in Mentalese. Moreover, to say that there is nothing that corresponds in Mentalese to the 

concept of truth (i.e., the concept of truth is unthinkable) and that the Mentalese Liar thought 

fails to have a content is highly implausible, because it is hard to deny that one can grasp the 

concept of truth. Moreover, one cannot draw a distinction between an intended content and a 

linguistic content of a thought. Intentionality is an intrinsic feature of a thought, although it is not 

an intrinsic feature of sentences of English. Therefore, the intended content of a thought cannot 

fail to be its content. Notice that this view does not involve an internalist assumption. Even for 

an externalist view about mental content, according to which the content of a belief is not an 

intrinsic feature of the belief, intentionality must be an intrinsic feature.  
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Therefore, I think that the Mentalese Liar paradoxes should be handled alongside other 

non-linguistic Liar paradoxes. What one should say is that the Mentalese Liar is defective in 

some sense, because it fails to constitute a judgment. This would amount to saying that the 

thought fails to represent something as being the case, because it has a self-undermining nature. 

The psychological evidence cannot guarantee that the Mentalese Liar is a successful 

representation. The content of the thought cannot be reduced to the propositional content and the 

psychological mode. 
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CHAPTER 6 
AN EXTENSION OF THE ACCOUNT: SEMANTIC VERSUS LOGICAL PARADOXES 

I have already argued that the Liar paradoxes show that truth is inexpressible in English. 

The purpose of this chapter is to investigate to what extent the inexpressibility account can be 

extended to other paradoxes. There is a plethora of paradoxes that do not involve the concept of 

truth, including semantic paradoxes, logical paradoxes, paradoxes of vagueness, speech-act 

paradoxes, etc. I will only be concerned with those paradoxes that are similar in some significant 

respect with the Liar paradoxes. If the following principle proposed by Graham Priest [1994: 32] 

is true 

(1) Same kind of paradox, same kind of solution. (The Principle of Uniform Solution) 

then a correct account for a particular paradox should be applicable to the paradoxes of the same 

kind. Priest uses this principle as a test of any proposed solution to a paradox: if a solution of the 

same type cannot be offered to the paradoxes of the same kind, then the proposed solution is 

unsuccessful.  

By all accounts, paradoxes involving semantic notions are similar enough to the Liar 

paradoxes to demand a similar kind of solution. In the first part of this chapter I argue that the 

inexpressibility account can be extended smoothly to apply to all semantic paradoxes. 

Nevertheless, the account cannot be extended to the so-called logical paradoxes. It has been 

argued that semantic paradoxes and logical paradoxes are paradoxes of the same kind, so the 

Principle of Uniform Solution would require that they have the same kind of solution. If this is 

the case and the inexpressibility account indeed does not apply to logical paradoxes, then one has 

a reductio argument against the inexpressibility account of the semantic paradoxes. In the second 

part of the chapter I argue that semantic paradoxes and logical paradoxes are not similar in a 

sense that would require that they have the same kind of solution. Therefore, the fact that the 
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inexpressibility account cannot be extended to account for the logical paradoxes is not 

problematic.  

Semantic Paradoxes 

I will start with a brief survey of the main paradoxes that occur in connection with 

semantic notions other than truth, such as heterology, satisfaction, definability, etc. Thereafter, I 

argue that all these paradoxes can be solved by an inexpressibility account. 

Grelling’s Paradox 

One can distinguish between two categories of adjectives: those that are true of themselves 

and those that are not. By definition, those in the first category are called autological, while those 

in the latter category heterological. Thus, adjectives such as ‘short’ or ‘polysyllabic’ are 

autological, while ‘long’, ‘German’, or ‘monosyllabic’ are heterological. Grelling’s paradox 

arises with the question: is ‘heterological’ heterological? If it is heterological, then it is not true 

of itself, so it is not heterological. On the other hand, if it is not heterological, then it is true of 

itself, so it is heterological. 

The concept of satisfaction leads to a paradox in a way that resembles Grelling’s paradox. 

One can ask the question: does the expression ‘x does not satisfy itself’ satisfy itself? If it 

satisfies itself, then it does not satisfy itself. If it does not satisfy itself, then it would follow that 

it satisfies itself.  

Paradoxes of Definability 

The following three paradoxes (Richard’s paradox, Berry’s paradox and König’s paradox) 

are usually grouped together as paradoxes of definability. 

Richard’s paradox 

List in alphabetical order all permutations of the twenty-six letters of the English alphabet 

taken two at a time, followed by all permutations of the same letters taken three at a time, again 
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in alphabetical order (repetitions of the same letter are allowed), etc. Everything that can be 

named by finitely many words is named by some permutation in the list. Eliminate from the list 

all those permutations that do not denote numbers. The set of numbers that are definable by 

finitely many words is the set containing the first number defined by a permutation, the second 

number defined by a permutation, the third, and so on. Thus, the set of numbers that are 

definable by finitely many words, call it E, is a denumerably infinite set. The contradiction is 

obtained, using Richard’s own words, as follows: 

We can form a number not belonging to this set. “Let p be the digit in the nth decimal 
place of the nth number of the set E; let us form a number having 0 for its integral part and, 
in its nth decimal place, p+1 if p is not 8 or 9, and 1 otherwise.” This number N does not 
belong to the set E. If it were the nth number of the set E, the digit in its nth decimal place 
would be the same as the one in the nth decimal place of that number, which is not the 
case. I denote by G the collection of letters between quotation marks. The number N is 
defined by the words of the collection G, that is, by finitely many words; hence it should 
belong to the set E. But we have seen that it does not. Such is the contradiction. [Richard 
1905: 143] 

Berry’s paradox 

Berry’s paradox was first published by Russell, who gives the credit for it to “Mr. G. G. 

Berry of the Bodleian Library”1. The number of syllables in English is finite. Therefore the 

number of descriptions or names under 19 syllables is finite. Since there are infinitely many 

natural numbers, it follows that there are numbers that cannot be named or described in less than 

19 syllables. The number two can be named, for instance, by using the one syllable expression 

‘two’. Consider then the least integer not nameable in fewer than nineteen syllables. It turns out 

that this number has just been named in 18 syllables.  

                                                 
1 Russell [1908: 153 fn. 3]. 
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König’s paradox 

The reasoning behind König’s paradox has initially been offered as part of a proof that the 

continuum is not well-ordered. König notices that only a denumerable set of real numbers is 

finitely definable. If the set of real numbers were well-ordered, there would be a real number 

which is the least not finitely definable real number. The problem is that that number has just 

been defined by the finite italicized expression. Therefore, there would be a number that is both 

finitely definable and not finitely definable. König’s conclusion was that the set of real numbers 

cannot be well-ordered2. Shortly after König made his proof public, due primarily to Zermelo’s 

proof that every set can be well-ordered, but also to Richard’s paradox that does not appeal to the 

notions of ordinal or well-ordening, König’s conclusion had to be rejected. His argument 

towards a contradiction turned into a paradox which is sometimes known as the Zermelo-König 

paradox. 

A Denotation Paradox 

There are other paradoxes that belong to the paradoxes of definability. It is worth mentioning 

Simmons’ denotation paradox that resembles the paradoxes above, but is meant to make the self-

referential structure more explicit.3 Suppose the following expressions are written on the board 

in room 1014: 

The ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter. 

The positive square root of 36. 

The sum of the numbers denoted by expressions on the board in room 101. 

                                                 
2 König [1905: 147-48]. 

3 In addition to this, Simmons offers an example of a denotation paradox that does not have a self-referential 
structure. This paradox is supposed to stand to the self-referential denotation paradox as Yablo’s paradox stands to 
the Liar. See Simmons [2002] 

4 Simmons [2002]. 
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The question is what is the denotation of the third definite description? 

The Inexpressibility of the Semantic Concepts   

The above semantic paradoxes can be solved in the same way as the Liar paradox. 

Consider, for instance, heterology. Unlike the concept of truth, the concept of a heterological 

term is not one that is used in everyday thoughts. It is a concept that has been introduced by 

mathematicians and logicians for certain purposes. However, heterology is normally thought of 

as a concept that is easily grasped by ordinary speakers.  

Just as in the case of truth, the argument that leads to an inconsistency involves the 

assumption that there is a predicate of English, ‘H’, that expresses the concept of heterology. If 

‘H’ expresses the concept of heterology, then at least part of the concept of heterology should be 

captured by the following H-schema,  

(H-schema)  ‘P’ is H iff ‘P’ is not P.  

where ‘P’ is replaced by predicates of English. Given that ‘H’ is supposed to be a meaningful 

predicate of English, one can infer the following biconditional 

(2) ‘H’ is H iff ‘H’ is not H. 

which is an instance of the H-schema. Since ‘H’ is neither vague, nor partially defined, (2) could 

also be turned into an explicit contradiction. Therefore, the assumption that ‘H’ expresses the 

concept of truth leads to a contradiction and must be rejected. Moreover, no predicate of English 

can express the concept of heterology. Consequently, the predicate ‘heterological’ fails to have a 

linguistic meaning. Since it lacks linguistic meaning, strictly speaking it does not apply to 

anything, not even to itself, therefore it is heterological. Nevertheless, the sentence 

“’Heterological’ is heterological” is not true but rather lacks linguistic meaning. Of course, one 

needs again an answer to a potential self-defeat objection, but the explanation would be the same 

as the one I offered in chapter three for truth. 
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There is no need for thinking that the concept of heterology is inconsistent, as there was no 

reason to say that the concept of truth is inconsistent. By analogy with truth and truth*, one can 

distinguish between heterology and heterology*. If one allows concepts to be inconsistent, then 

heterology* would be an inconsistent concept and, at the same time, inexpressible (as it also is 

the case with truth*). The meaning of ‘heterology*’ is implicitly defined by the following 

schema 

(H*-schema) ‘P’ is heterological* iff ‘P’ is not P 

where ‘P’ is replaced by predicates of English.  

The same explanation can be extended smoothly to the groundedness, satisfaction and 

definability paradoxes as well as to any other semantic paradoxes, so there is no need to go over 

each particular inexpressibility argument. Nonetheless, some comments are worth being made in 

connection with the definability paradoxes. In their case it is not obvious what semantic concepts 

are involved. This is due, at least in part, to the lack of a uniform terminology. There are various 

semantic expressions that are used in the formulation of the definability paradoxes, most of them 

in a misleading way: ‘definable’, ‘finitely definable’, ‘nameable’, ‘denote’ and ‘can be written 

with finitely many words’. Which of the corresponding concepts is the one that should be 

claimed to be inexpressible? In order to be able to answer this question, one first needs to 

investigate which semantic concept (or concepts, if there are more) is in fact intended to be 

captured by those rather misleading semantic expressions. Notice that the entities that are said to 

be definable are numbers. Moreover, a number is said to be definable in English if there is an 

expression of English that denotes or refers to that number. Definability is more commonly 

thought of as a property of expressions (or concepts): an expression of L is definable in L’ if and 

only if there is an expression of L’ that is synonymous with it. Thus, the paradoxes of 
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definability are improperly called so. It would also be wrong to call them paradoxes of 

nameability, because they involve the notion of reference in a broader sense, to include definite 

descriptions. On the other hand, unrestricted reference or denotability would not do, because 

demonstratives, or contingent definite descriptions such as ‘Harry’s favorite number’, would 

trivialize the issue. The property that seems to be relevant to the definability paradoxes is being 

denotable by some non-contingent singular referring term. Let us call the property and the 

corresponding concept specifiability. The definability paradoxes are solved by saying that the 

concept of specifiability cannot be expressed in English. Expressions such as ‘the smallest 

number not specifiable in less than 19 syllables’ lack linguistic meaning and fail in fact to 

specify a number. Peano’s idea that paradoxes such as Richard’s paradox belong to linguistics 

rather than mathematics is correct.5      

Similarities between the Semantic and the Logical Paradoxes 

The inexpressibility account does not seem to be applicable to Russell’s paradox. The 

account would only enable one to deny that the concept of a class is expressible in English. 

However, even if the concept were not expressible in English, there would probably still be an 

extension of the concept. There would also have to be an extension of the concept of not being a 

member of itself. This would be enough to generate a paradox. Therefore, Russell’s paradox 

does not depend on any expressibility assumptions.  

This might appear to be in conflict with the fact that there are some similarities between 

the semantic paradoxes and the logical paradoxes. Nevertheless, I will argue that these 

similarities are not as strong as to require that the two groups of paradoxes should receive the 

same kind of solution. I will start with a brief review of Russell and Ramsey’s accounts of the 

                                                 
5 See also Ramsey [1990: 184]. 
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relation between the semantic and logical paradoxes. Thereafter, I will present Priest’s argument 

in favor of a uniform treatment of the paradoxes, followed by my rejection of the uniformity 

account. 

A Little Bit of History  

Russell believes that all paradoxes of self-reference share a common structure: 

In each contradiction something is said about all cases of some kind, and from what is said 
a new case seems to be generated, which both is and is not of the same kind as the cases of 
which all were concerned in what was said. [Russell 1908a: 154] 

Consequently, he proposes that they should receive the same kind of solution, one that relies on 

his well-known vicious circle principle. Russell introduces the vicious circle principle in order to 

prevent the construction of expressions that involve vicious circularity, which leads him to the 

development of the ramified type theory. 

Ramsey argues that Russell is wrong in thinking that the two groups of paradoxes have the 

same structure, and claims that they belong, in fact, to two ‘fundamentally distinct groups’ of 

paradoxes (the label that was current at that time is ‘contradictions’) [Ramsey 1990: 183]: 

A. 1. The class of all classes which are not members of themselves. 

2. The relation between two relations when one does not have itself  to the other. 

 3. Burali Forti’s contradiction of the greatest ordinal. 

B.  4. ‘I am lying’ 

 5. The least integer not nameable in fewer than nineteen syllables. 

 6. The least indefinable ordinal. 

 7. Richard’s Contradiction. 

 8. Weyl’s contradiction about ‘heterologisch’.6 

                                                 
6 It seems that Ramsey has misattributed Grelling’s paradox to Weyl. 
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The first paradox in group A is Russell’s paradox, the well known paradox he communicated to 

Frege in 1903. The class of all classes which are not members of themselves either is or is not a 

member of itself. However, if it is a member of itself, then it is not. If it is not a member of itself, 

then it is. Therefore, both options lead to a contradiction. The second paradox in group A is an 

extension of Russell’s paradox from sets to relations. As for the Burali-Forti paradox, it has been 

stated by Russell as follows: 

It can be shown that every well-ordered series has an ordinal number, that the series of 
ordinals up to and including any given ordinal exceeds the given ordinal by one, and (on 
certain very natural assumptions) that the series of all ordinals (in order of magnitude) is 
well-ordered. It follows that the series of all ordinals has an ordinal number, Ω say. But in 
that case the series of all ordinals including Ω has the ordinal number Ω + 1, which must 
be greater that Ω. Hence Ω is not the ordinal number of all ordinals. [Russell, 1908, p. 154] 

Paradoxes in group A are usually called logical paradoxes (in fact, they would more properly be 

called mathematical or set-theoretical paradoxes), while those in group B semantic paradoxes, 

although this is not Ramsey’s terminology. The difference between them consists in the fact that 

[The contradictions of group A] involve only logical or mathematical terms such as class 
and number, and show that there must be something wrong with our logic or mathematics. 
But the contradictions of group B are not purely logical, and cannot be stated in logical 
terms alone; for they all contain some reference to thought, language, or symbolism, which 
are not formal but empirical terms. So they may be due not to faulty logic or mathematics, 
but to faulty ideas concerning thought and language. [Ramsey 1990: 183-4] 

Ramsey believes that the motivation Russell has for developing a ramified type theory is that he 

wants his theory to also provide a solution to the semantic paradoxes. He argues that there is no 

point in trying to offer a unified account, because the two groups of paradoxes have a 

fundamentally different structure. Thus, the logical paradoxes should rather be solved by a 

simple type theory, while the semantic paradoxes would have to be accounted for in a totally 

different way. In any case, according to Ramsey, solving the semantic paradoxes should not be 

the business of mathematics, and should not require a solution to the logical paradoxes.  
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Priest’s  Uniformity Account 

Leaving aside the difficulties related to the notions of kind, both Russell and Ramsey 

appear to be committed to the Principle of Uniform Solution, but they disagree about whether 

paradoxes in the two classes share the same underlying structure. Priest argues that ‘Russell was 

right and Ramsey was wrong’ [Priest 1994: 25]. Contrary to Ramsey’s suggestion that logical 

and semantic paradoxes are two different kinds of paradoxes, Graham Priest [1994; 2002] argues 

that they have in fact the same underlying structure. More specifically, he argues that 

(3) The Inclosure Schema is the structure that underlies both logical and semantic 

paradoxes. 

Priest uses (3) together with the Principle of Uniform Solution and (4), 

(4)      Same underlying structure, same kind of paradox. 

which is supposed to be intuitively true, to show that the solutions that have been proposed in the 

past for both the semantic and the logical paradoxes are wrong. He contends that since the 

orthodox solutions to the paradoxes of one kind are not applicable to the paradoxes of the other 

kind, the principles above are ‘sufficient to sink virtually all orthodox solutions to the paradoxes’ 

[Priest 1994: 33]. Since the inexpressibility account is not applicable to the logical paradoxes, it 

would follow that it is not even appropriate as a solution to the semantic paradoxes. Only Priest’s 

own dialetheist account is supposed to pass the test because it is the only one that applies equally 

well to both kinds of paradoxes.  

(3) is supposed to be established by an examination of all major semantic and logical 

paradoxes and by noticing that they all share an underlying structure. Although paradoxes in 

group A involve the notion of a set, while those in group B involve a reference to thought and 

language, this is, according to Priest, only a superficial distinction. Upon investigation, one can 

identify a common underlying structure, which is a slight modification of a schema discovered 
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by Russell. Priest takes Russell to have already identified a structure that is common to all 

paradoxes in group A. They all display what Priest [2002: 129] calls Russell’s Schema: 

For given  properties ϕ, and function δ: 

1. Ω = {y : ϕ(y)} exists 

2. if x is a subset of Ω: 

a) δ(x) ∉ x 

                   and b) δ(x) ∈ Ω  

Therefore, δ(Ω) ∉ Ω and δ(Ω) ∈ Ω. 

The first clause is the Existence clause, and guarantees that there is a totality of objects of a 

certain sort, Ω, while the second requires that Transcendence (2a) and Closure (2b) hold for 

every subset of the totality guaranteed by the Existence clause. The function δ(x) is called a 

diagonaliser, because it is constructed in a way that resembles the technique of diagonalization 

made popular by Cantor’s theorem. Transcendence guarantees that the value the diagonaliser 

assigns to a subset, x, of Ω does not belong to x, while Closure ensures that this value remains a 

member of the totality guranteed by the Existence clause. When the subset is Ω itself, a 

contradiction can easily be derived. For Russell’s paradox, ϕ(x) is ‘x ∉ x’, Ω is the Russell set, 

{y; y ∉ y}, and δ is the identity function. Priest [2002: 134] argues that although paradoxes in 

group B fail to satisfy Russell’s Schema, both paradoxes of type A and B satisfy what he calls 

the Inclosure Schema (in [Priest 1994] it is called the Qualified Russell’s Schema): 

For given  properties ϕ and ψ, and (possibly partial) function δ: 

1. Ω = {x : ϕ(x)} exists and ψ(Ω) 

2. if x is a subset of Ω such that ψ(x): 

 a) δ(x) ∉ x 

                    and b) δ(x) ∈ Ω  

Therefore, δ(Ω) ∉ Ω and δ(Ω) ∈ Ω. 
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The function ψ has been added to the schema in order to ensure that Closure holds for paradoxes 

in group B. For semantic paradoxes, the mere fact that x is a subset of Ω does not guarantee that 

δ(x) belongs to Ω. In particular, for König’s paradox ϕ(x) is ‘x is a definable ordinal’, while δ(x) 

is ‘the smallest ordinal that is not in x’. If x is not definable, then there is no guarantee that δ(x) 

is a definable ordinal (i.e., there is no guarantee that Closure holds for x). Thus, the diagonaliser 

must be restricted in some way (to definable subsets of Ω, to sets that are definable in 19 words, 

etc.), which is why the additional function ψ is needed. For the Liar paradox, ϕ(x) is ‘x is true’, 

ψ(x) is ‘x is definable’, and Ω is the set of true sentences. δ is a function σ constructed by 

diagonalization: σ(a) = α, were α = <α ∉ a> (the sentence ‘σ(a)’ is supposed to say about itself 

that it is not in a). No similar restriction is needed for the logical paradoxes, but one can easily 

adjust them to fit the Inclosure Schema. For Russell’s paradox ψ is the universal property ‘x = 

x’. Priest also shows how various choices of ϕ, ψ, and δ capture precisely the structures 

displayed by other paradoxes in groups A and B. 

It should be noticed that the need to add a restriction to definable sets for semantic 

paradoxes raises a worry with respect to Priest’s uniform account: the universal property appears 

to be a mere ad-hoc addition that does not play any role in Russell’s paradox, while the 

definability requirement plays a genuine role in the semantic paradoxes. Priest takes this to be 

only an insignificant difference that has to do with the particular way in which the schema of the 

paradox is obtained, rather than with the schema itself. There is only a difference in the class of 

objects the function δ ranges over. The fact that for semantic paradoxes one has to restrict the 

function to a subset of the power set of Ω is, in his view, only an accidental feature.  

In fact, according to Priest [2002], the Inclosure Schema does not only underlie the 

semantic and logical paradoxes. It is supposed to capture the structure of a much wider class of 
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contradictions at the limits of thought that can be found in the history of Western philosophy 

(from Cratylus to Kant, Hegel, Russell, Heidegger and Derrida), and in the Eastern tradition as 

well (Nāgārjuna). 

The Semantic Version of Russell’s Paradox 

Priest is not the only one who has misgivings with respect to Ramsey’s position. Simmons 

[2002] also makes an attempt to blur the distinction between semantic and logical paradoxes. 

However, while Priest tries to reconstruct type B paradoxes in such a way that they reproduce the 

structure of the logical paradoxes, Simmons’ proposal is quite opposite. He tries to reconstruct 

Russell’s paradox in a manner that is slightly different from its original form, and make it similar 

to the semantic paradoxes. Simmons argues that Russell’s paradox is more appropriately treated 

as a semantic paradox. It is true that the paradox involves in an essential way the notion of 

extension, but extension should not be conceived of, according to Simmons, as reducible to the 

notions of a set or class. Extension should rather be related to the notion of predication. This is 

the reason why the paradox should count as a semantic paradox. For Simmons, Liar-like 

paradoxes, definability paradoxes and Russell’s paradoxes belong to the category of semantic 

paradoxes. The three categories are subcategories of the semantic paradoxes, and can be 

distinguished by the type of semantic value that is essentially involved in the paradox: an 

extension, an object, or a truth value. Although there are important differences between them, 

they are subcategories of the same category of paradoxes, which suggests that they should be 

solved in the same way. Simmons believes that they all can be solved by a contextualist 

approach, in particular, his singularity theory of the paradoxes. 

I think that Simmons’ view does not pose a serious threat to the inexpressibility account. 

The handling of the extensional version of Russell’s paradox would depend on how exactly the 

notion of extension is understood. If extensions are understood as totalities, albeit different from 
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the traditional totalities of set-theory, then the inexpressibility view would indeed not apply to 

Russell’s paradox, but there is no good reason to expect it to apply, because Russell’s paradox 

would deal with totalities (and could be solved by denying that there are totalities of a certain 

sort), while the semantic paradoxes do not. On the other hand, if the notion of extension can be 

thought of in terms of predication only, independently of the notion of a totality, then there might 

be good reason to require a uniform solution, but the inexpressibility account would be 

applicable to Russell’s paradox. I think that Simmons is rather committed to the former view. He 

seems to think that extension should still be thought of as a totality (the collection of objects that 

satisfy a certain predicate), although this totality is no longer part of to the 

iterative/combinatorial universe of sets. Simmons’ own characterization of the alternative notion 

of extension is this: 

to any predicate that denotes a well-determined condition or concept (in Frege’s sense), 
such as the predicates ‘abstract’ or ‘set’ or ‘class’, there corresponds the collection of those 
things to which the predicate applies – the collection of abstract things, the collection of 
sets, the collection of classes. Call this the predicative conception – and call the collection 
of things to which a given predicate applies the extension of the predicate. [Simmons, 
2000, p. 116] 

Anyway, it is still assumed that for any meaningful predicate there is an entity (a collection of 

objects) that is the extension of that predicate. This is why Russell’s paradox survives even after 

the assumptions that there is a class of all classes, a set of all sets or of all self-membered sets is 

dropped. Russell’s paradox reoccurs as a paradox of extensions. Notice that the reason why the 

paradox survives is that one still assumes that there is an entity that is the extension of the 

predicate. The contradiction no longer occurs if the assumption that ‘extension’ or ‘self-

membered extension’ have an extension is dropped. Of course, the fact that some predicates fail 

to have an extension might still strike us as surprising. However, it is hard to think that it is part 

of the concept of a predicate that all predicates have an extension. If one thinks of predication in 
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purely semantic terms, then one can avoid the contradiction. Thus, Simmons’ idea that Russell’s 

paradox of extensions should count as a semantic paradox remains implausible. Even if one 

accepted Russell’s paradox of extension as a semantic paradox, one should still count Russell’s 

paradox of sets or classes as a logical one. This suggests that some paradoxes might be amenable 

to two different formulations, such that there is both a semantic and a logical version of the 

paradox.   

Refuting the Uniformity Account  

The goal of this section is threefold. I first argue that Priest fails to show that (3) provides a 

non-question-begging method to sink virtually all orthodox solutions to the paradoxes. This is 

because he fails to prove that one could uncover the structure underlying a certain paradox in the 

absence of a solution to it. Second, I argue that it is not the case that the Inclosure Schema is the 

schema that underlies the semantic paradoxes (in particular, it is not the schema that underlies 

the Liar paradox). Third, I argue that the temptation to treat semantic and logical paradoxes as 

sharing the same underlying structure is, at least in part, due to the illegitimate identification of 

semantic paradoxes with their logical counterparts. I will first present Priest’s arguments for the 

uniformity of semantic and logical paradoxes. 

An Objection from Circularity  

In this section, I argue that Priest fails to show that (3) can be used to sink virtually all 

orthodox solutions to the paradoxes. Unless one can provide a criterion for establishing (3) 

independently of having found a solution to both paradoxes, the use of (3) to refute a certain type 

of solution to a paradox is question begging. Priest does not provide a criterion of this sort.  

Smith [2000] argues that Priest’s argument that logical and semantic paradoxes should 

receive the same kind of solution fails because of an equivocation on the notion of kind. The 

difficulty stems from the fact that ‘two objects can be of the same kind at some level of 
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abstraction and of different kinds at another level of abstraction’ [Smith 2000: 118]. At some 

level of abstraction the logical paradoxes and the semantic paradoxes are of different kinds: the 

former mention sets, the latter do not. At a different level of abstraction they are of the same 

kind, because both display the same Inclosure Schema. However, Priest ‘describes the orthodox 

solutions […] at a far more concrete level than the level at which […] he describes paradoxes’ 

[Smith 2000: 118]. At the level of abstraction that corresponds to the Inclosure Schema the 

orthodox solutions can be said to be of the same kind: both are Inclosure Schema circumventers.  

Priest agrees that when one talks about paradoxes being of the same kind, ‘the notion of a 

kind is relative to a degree of abstraction’ [Priest 2000: 123]. However, he points out that when 

he talks about paradoxes being of the same kind, he has a certain level of abstraction in mind: 

‘the level of the underlying structure that generates and causes the contradictions’ [Priest 2000: 

125]. Thus, the structure he is interested in is not an arbitrary structure, but the underlying 

structure of a paradox, i.e., the structure that generates or causes the paradox. As he further 

qualifies, causation should not be understood as physical causation, but rather as explanation. 

Thus, paradoxes are said to be of the same kind in the sense that they have the same explanation. 

Priest acknowledges that it is not an easy task to characterize the notion of explanation, but 

claims that an intuitive grasp of this notion is enough for the points he wants to make. By 

choosing the structure to be not any old structure but an underlying structure that generates and 

explains the paradox, Priest wants to make sure that paradoxes of the same kind indeed have the 

same kind of solution.  

The problem for Priest’s account of an underlying structure is that there is a sense of 

‘explanation’ that makes it the case that in order for one to know the explanation of a certain 
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paradox, one would need to know its solution.7 Chihara, for instance, takes the problem of 

explaining a paradox to be nothing else than the problem of finding a diagnostic (solution): 

The problem of pinpointing that which is deceiving us and, if possible, explaining how and 
why the deception was produced is what I wish to call ‘the diagnostic problem of the 
paradox’. [Chihara 1979: 590] 

Priest himself seems to think that having an explanation of a paradox presupposes having a 

solution to that paradox. Evidence for this is the fact that for him (1) is ‘little more than a truism’ 

[Priest 2002: 287]. It is hard to see why the principle would be trivial if having the same 

explanation does not entail having the same solution. Another piece of evidence is Priest’s 

discussion of the following three paradoxes of infinity [Priest 2002: 288]: 

(i) If the world is infinite in time past then the number of days before today is equal 
to the number of days before yesterday. But there are obviously fewer of these. 

(ii) If the world is infinite in time past then the number of months before now must be 
twelve times the number of years before now, but this is already infinite, and so is as large 
as it can be. 

(iii) There are more natural numbers than even natural numbers; yet there must be the 
same number of each, since they can be put into one-to-one correspondence. 

Here is Priest’s comment on these three paradoxes: 

With the wisdom of hindsight, however, we can now see that they are the same kind of 
paradox. This is because they are all examples of a single phenomenon, namely, that an 
infinite set can have a proper subset that is the same cardinal size as itself. This fact also 
provides the solution to all the paradoxes. [Priest 2002: 289]  

Thus, for him, the explanation of the paradoxes offers at the same time a solution to them.  

It is easy to see why this notion of an explanation is problematic for Priest’s claim that 

virtually all orthodox solutions to the paradoxes can be proved wrong by establishing (3). One 

could not establish that two paradoxes are of the same kind and require a uniform solution, 

                                                 
7 ‘Solution’ here must be understood in a wide enough sense: it should cover not only accounts that indicate a way to 
block the argument toward contradiction, but also those accounts that take the derivation of a contradiction to be 
inescapable. I will keep using (following Priest) the word ‘solution’, although Chihara’s notion of diagnosis would 
be more apt in this context. 
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unless one already established that they have the same kind of solution. Using (3) to reject a non-

uniform solution to a certain paradox (i.e., a solution that cannot be extended to the paradoxes in 

the other category) would amount to begging the question against the proponent of that solution, 

because one who entertains a non-uniform solution to a certain kind of paradoxes would not 

acknowledge that logical and semantic paradoxes are both generated by the same underlying 

structure. This is actually a general objection that applies to any schema that one might consider 

to be the structure of a paradox. 

In particular, in order for (3) to enable one to sink virtually all orthodox solutions it must 

be possible to establish that the Inclosure Schema underlies a certain paradox without having a 

solution to it. Priest’s explanation of why the Inclosure Schema is the schema that explains and 

generates the logical and semantic paradoxes fails to meet this condition. The misleading 

suggestion that sharing the Inclosure Schema is enough to guarantee that the solutions are of the 

same kind comes from reading too much into the comparison between the diagonaliser and a 

mechanism that generates an effect. Presumably, in order to prevent the effect from occurring, 

one would have to remove the mechanism that generates it. Priest draws heavily on this 

comparison to motivate (3). According to him, ‘all inclosure contradictions are generated by the 

same underlying mechanism’; also, the diagonaliser ‘manages to “lever itself out” of a totality’ 

[Priest 2002: 289] or ‘to operate on a totality of objects of a certain kind to produce a novel 

object of the same kind’ [Priest 2002: 136]. Nevertheless, the comparison becomes illegitimate if 

one puts too much weight into the words ‘generates’ or ‘produces’. The diagonaliser would be 

conferred the magic power of making inconsistent principles that are otherwise innocuous and to 

bring novel objects into existence. Of course, none of these powers can be attributed to the 

diagonaliser. The fact that there is a technique that enables one to derive a contradiction from a 
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number of intuitively true principles does not show that that technique is responsible for (or the 

cause of) the contradiction, but only shows that it can be used to bring into light the 

inconsistency of those principles. One needs to provide additional reasons for thinking that the 

Inclosure Schema is the structure that generates the paradoxes. In the absence of these additional 

reasons, it might be the case that the technique is no more responsible for the contradiction than a 

thermometer is responsible for a patient’s high fever. This provides us no reason to think that 

two paradoxes that share the Inclosure Schema could not be solved in different ways: one by 

rejecting Existence and the other by rejecting Closure for Ω, or, if one chooses to go that far, by 

embracing dialetheism. 

It is not my intention to deny that there are criteria for establishing that two paradoxes 

should have the same kind of solution in the absence of a solution to each. The point is that Priest 

fails to provide a non-question-begging criterion. Although it is not the purpose of this paper to 

identify non-trivial criteria for paradoxes having solutions of the same kind, it seems more 

promising to relate them with the principles that appear to be inconsistent rather than with the 

mechanism that is used to bring to light the inconsistency. 

The Liar and the Inclosure Schema 

In this section I argue that the Inclosure Schema is not the structure that underlies the Liar 

paradox and does not capture in any significant sense the essence of the phenomenon. Regardless 

of what the precise characterization of an explanation is, it should capture the ‘essence of the 

phenomenon’ [Priest 2000: 24], not simple accidents. It turns out that the Inclosure Schema 

contains elements that are not essential to the Liar paradox and that there are essential elements 

of the Liar paradox that are not represented in the Inclosure Schema. This is enough to show that 

the Inclosure Schema fails to explain or to capture in any significant sense the essence of the 

paradox. Moreover, it follows that the distinction between the two groups of paradoxes is not 
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merely superficial, and that Ramsey was actually right in drawing a sharp distinction between 

them. There is no good reason to expect them to receive the same kind of solution. 

In order to get clear on the structure of the Liar paradox, it is useful to consider an informal 

version of it. Let (L) be the following sentence: 

(L) (L) is not true. 

The informal argument goes as follows. If (L) is true, then it follows that (L) is not true, because 

(L) says that (L) is not true. Therefore, one has to infer that (L) is not true. But, since this is what 

(L) says, (L) would have to be true after all. It can be noticed that this formulation makes no 

explicit appeal to there being a set of true sentences. Nor does it appeal to the thesis that certain 

subsets of the set of true sentences of English, including the set of true sentences of English 

itself, are definable in English (in the sense that there is a referring term or a predicate of English 

which refers to those subsets). This suggests that none of these theses should be made part of the 

explanation of the Liar paradox, because the Liar paradox survives even if one or both theses are 

rejected. On the other hand, other elements that are essential in the generation of any version of a 

Liar paradox, such as the T-schema and the assumption that the Liar sentence says that the Liar 

is not true, do not show up in the Inclosure Schema. 

The Existence clause  

Part of the structure that generates the Liar paradox is, according to Priest, the Existence 

clause, namely, the assumption that there is a set of true sentences of English. It is undeniable 

that the existence of a set of true sentences of English has no less prima facie intuitive support 

than the thesis that there is a set of all sets that are not members of themselves. Nevertheless, 

there is an important difference: the Liar paradox survives after the Existence thesis is dropped, 

while the logical paradoxes do not. The orthodox solution to Russell’s paradox is to deny that 

there is a set of all non-self-membered sets. The contradiction vanishes once the assumption is 
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dropped. This does not mean that the orthodox solution is unproblematic, but at least in principle 

the argument is blocked if the set existence is denied. Unlike Russell’s paradox, the Liar paradox 

survives after the Existence thesis is dropped. The informal version of the Liar paradox, as well 

as the most familiar formal versions of it, do not actually make use of this assumption. As 

Tennant [1998: 28-29] notices, the Liar paradox appeals to a predicate, ‘true’, not to a set of true 

sentences. The fact that the contradiction is derived from weaker principles, and that the 

assumption of a set is not needed, is what makes semantic paradoxes particularly difficult to 

solve.  

Priest attempts to answer this objection by saying that once one is willing to talk about true 

sentences of English, one is thereby committed to there being a set of true sentences of English. 

For him, ‘there is a conceptual connection between satisfying a condition – being true – and 

being a member of a certain totality – being one of the totality of true things’ [Priest 2002: 279]. 

Moreover, the reason that is commonly used to explain why there is no set of all non-self-

membered sets (the fact that the collection is too big) cannot be applied to deny the existence of a 

set of true sentences of English, because there can only be countably many true sentences of 

English.   

Priest’s defense remains unsatisfactory for two reasons. First, the idea of a conceptual 

connection between satisfying a condition and being a member of a certain totality should not be 

taken as granted. Even if there could not be more than countably many objects that satisfy a 

certain condition (a meaningful predicate), there are ways in which the condition could fail to 

determine a totality. This might happen, for instance, if the predicate turns out to be vague or if 

the meaning postulates associated with it are inconsistent with the facts. Second, even if one 

grants that there is a conceptual connection between a condition and there being a totality, it is 
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not clear why the thesis that there is a totality of true sentences of English should be made part of 

the schema. In general, it does not seem to be the case that if A is part of the explanation of a 

certain paradox, and A entails B, then B is also part of the explanation of that same paradox. 

The diagonaliser and the Liar 

In this section I will assume, for the sake of the argument, that there is a set of all true 

sentences of English and argue that the diagonaliser fails to play the role Priest ascribes to it in 

the Liar paradox. Priest presents the Liar paradox as if there were a general mechanism (the 

diagonaliser) that for any definable subset of Ω (the set of all true sentences of English) makes 

both Transcendence and Closure true. When this general mechanism is applied to the set Ω itself, 

a contradiction is obtained. Tennant [1998: 29] points out that the general mechanism is relevant 

only at the limit, i.e. at the level of Ω. Whether Transcendence and Closure obtain for other 

subsets of Ω is completely irrelevant to the paradox. It is undeniable that the limit case is enough 

to obtain a contradiction. Nevertheless, Priest counters Tennant’s objection by saying that by 

focusing only on the limit case one would miss completely ‘an essential part of the story’ [Priest 

2002: 279]. The reason is that the paradoxes are produced by a certain mechanism, and only 

‘when one understands this, one understands why contradictions of this kind arise’ [Priest 2002: 

279]. In a previous section, I argued that it would be illegitimate to support the idea that the 

Inclosure Schema generates the paradoxes by assimilating the role played by the diagonaliser 

with that of a causal mechanism. Priest tries to defend the idea that it is the Inclosure Schema 

that generates (and thus explains) the paradoxes by arguing that the diagonalisers are such that 
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‘there is a genuine functional dependence of the value of the function on its argument: the 

argument is actually used in computing the value of the function’ [Priest 2002: 136, fn. 18].8  

I will first argue that in the case of the Liar paradox the diagonaliser fails to provide the 

genuine functional dependency that would justify the thesis that the Inclosure Schema is the 

underlying structure that generates the Liar paradox. There is no good reason to make the 

requirement that Transcendence and Closure hold for subsets of the set of true sentences of 

English part of the underlying structure of the Liar paradox. Second, I will argue that the 

Inclosure Schema does not even hold true for the Liar paradox.  

A closer look at the Liar paradox reveals that it is hard to identify a genuine functional 

dependency that could be made responsible for the contradiction. Understood in a certain way, 

functional dependency is quite easy to get. Anderson & al. [1992] take one-to-one functions to 

offer the paradigmatic case of genuine mathematical functional dependency. One-to-one 

functions are easy to construct, but it is obvious that more is needed in order to make the 

function in any sense responsible for generating the contradiction. In order to give credibility to 

the idea that the function is indeed responsible for generating the contradiction, one should take 

seriously Priest’s idea that the argument should actually be used in computing the value of the 

function.9 However, appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, the diagonaliser does not 

provide a genuine functional dependency, because the argument is not used in computing its 

value. Recall that in the case of the Liar paradox δ is supposed to be the function σ(a) = α, were α 

                                                 
8 Priest [2002: 136, fn. 18] refers to [Anderson et al. 1992] for more details about functional dependency. To his 
credit, he acknowledges that the problem of being able to tell when a functional dependency is genuine is a ‘tricky 
and unresolved’ problem. 

9 What Anderson et al. [1992] call syntactic dependency might come closer to what Priest has in mind. A function 
(formula) M depends syntactically on a variable x ‘just in case M can be seen by syntactic inspection to be 
semantically strict in the variable x’ [Anderson et al. 1992: 397]. A function (formula) M is semantically strict in the 
variable x ‘just in case, if the value of x is undefined, so is the value of M’ [ibid. 397].  
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= <α ∉ a>. It should be noticed that Priest’s characterization of the function is ill-formed, 

because it involves a use-mention confusion: the first occurrence of ‘a’ is in the material mode, 

while the second is in the formal mode. Therefore, it is not clear which function Priest has in 

mind. One would have a genuine functional dependency if the function were understood as 

ranging over expressions that refer to sets of true sentences, rather than over sets of true 

sentences. However, in that case the structure of the Liar paradox would clearly be different from 

the Inclosure Schema, because the Inclosure Schema requires that δ range over a subset of P(Ω). 

The alternative is to interpret δ as a function that takes a set of true sentences, s, into a sentence 

that contains an expression that refers to s. That there is such a sentence for each set is 

guaranteed by the fact that the sets are restricted to definable sets of true sentences. The axiom of 

choice guarantees that there is a function that takes every definable set of true sentences, s, into a 

sentence σ(s) = α, where α = <α ∉ a> and ‘a’ is an expression that refers to the set s. δ would be 

in this case a function that ranges over a subset of P(Ω), the way Priest wants, but it can be 

noticed that the argument is not actually used in computing the value of the function. This shows 

that the diagonaliser cannot be made responsible for the contradiction; no good reason has been 

provided for thinking that the Inclosure Schema underlies in any significant sense the Liar 

paradox or that it captures an essential part of the story. 

The second point is that, far from being the underlying schema that generates the Liar 

paradox, the Inclosure Schema does not even hold true for the Liar paradox. Although the mere 

definability of a set is enough to guarantee Transcendence, it is not enough to guarantee Closure. 

It is hard to deny that Transcendence and Closure hold for the set of true sentences itself, Ω, but 

this does not follow only from the fact that Ω is definable. According to Priest’s own definition, 

‘something is definable iff there is a (non-indexical) noun-phrase that refers to it’ [1994: 28]. If 
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‘refer’ is used in a wide enough sense, to also cover the relation between a predicate and its 

extension, then the definition is compatible with a set being definable if there is a predicate that 

has that set as its extension. Nevertheless, Priest seems to think of a set to be definable only if 

there is a name or a definite description in English that has that set as its referent. Let s be a set 

of true sentences and σ(s) = α, where α = <α ∉ a> and ‘a’ is an expression that refers to s. 

Transcendence would hold, because one can prove that σ(s) cannot belong to s. If it did, then it 

would be true, so it would follow that it does not belong to the set ‘a’ refers to, which is s. I will 

argue that Closure, namely the thesis that σ(s) is true, cannot be derived unless one makes some 

additional assumptions, such as the assumption of bivalence, or the assumption that σ(s) really 

says that σ(s) does not belong to s.  

One lesson that can be drawn from Kripke [1975] is that there can be languages that 

contain their own truth predicate. The price that must be paid for there being such a predicate is 

that some things cannot be said in that language, because some sentences would lack a truth 

value. There is no good reason to think that English could not contain a similar predicate, ‘true*’, 

that represents the set of true sentences of English. If there is no such predicate in English, one 

could certainly add it to the language. In this case, ‘the set of true* sentences’ would ensure the 

definability of the set of true sentences of English. Consider now the following sentence: 

(L*)  (L*) does not belong to the set of true* sentences. 

(L*) would not belong to the set of true sentences of English (Transcendence holds), but it would 

be inappropriate to infer that (L*) is true (Closure is not guaranteed). Thus, the definability of a 

subset of true sentences, a, is not enough to guarantee that Closure holds (i.e., that σ(a) is true).  

What this shows is that the diagonaliser does not actually guarantee that both 

Transcendence and Closure hold for all definable subsets of Ω, which means that the Inclosure 
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Schema is not an accurate representation of the Liar paradox. In order to save the Inclosure 

Schema, one would have to further restrict ψ to an even smaller subset of P(Ω). It might be held 

that if ψ is restricted to sets that are definable by proper names, Closure could be saved on the 

grounds that expressions of the form ‘a is not a member of b’, where ‘a’ and ‘b’ are proper 

names, could not lack a truth-value. The problem with this strategy is that Ω, the set of true 

sentences of English, as well as subsets of Ω, would have to be defined by proper names of 

English, but there is no intuitive support for this thesis. One could certainly add new names for 

these sets by stipulation, but it is clear that the Liar paradox should not be dependent on the 

existence of the stipulative names. Alternatively, one could try to restrict ψ to those sets that 

guarantee that Transcendence and Closure hold, but this would be an explicit acknowledgement 

of the fact that it is not the general mechanism that should be made part of the structure of the 

Liar paradox, but only what makes Transcendence and Closure at the limit case possible.  

It can now be inferred that all that really matters for there to be a Liar paradox is that 

Transcendence and Closure hold for the set of true sentences of English. Moreover, definability 

alone is not enough to establish that the two conditions hold at the limit case. Two additional 

elements emerge as essential aspects of the Liar paradox: the T-schema, which is needed to 

prove Transcendence, and the fact that the Liar (the sentence that says about itself that it is not a 

member of the set of true sentences of English) expresses in English the thought that the Liar is 

not true, which is needed (together with the T-schema) to establish Closure. These elements do 

not show up in the Inclosure Schema, but they are essential parts of the Liar. Moreover, there are 

no similar elements in the structure of logical paradoxes.  



 

144 

Semantic Liars and Logical Liars 

One source of the idea that semantic and logical paradoxes have the same underlying 

structure is the fact that each semantic paradox can be associated and sometimes confused with a 

logical paradox. The Liar Paradox is a semantic paradox because it deals with truth, which is a 

semantic notion. However, it is common practice to use the set-theoretical apparatus to analyze 

semantic notions. As Priest points out, this tendency has been encouraged by the successes of 

Tarski’s and Gödel’s work in semantics. The set-theoretical apparatus enables one to reframe the 

Liar paradox as a paradox in set-theory. Instead of talking about the meaning of ‘true’ or about 

the concept of truth, it is often more convenient to talk about the set of true sentences. On the one 

hand, it is intuitively true that there is a set of true sentences of English, which is represented in 

English by the predicate ‘true sentence of English’. On the other hand, principles that are 

intuitively true enable one to prove that the set of true sentences of English cannot be represented 

in English. This paradox, call it the Logical Liar, has indeed a structure that is more similar to the 

structure of logical paradoxes. As such, it has all the appearances of a logical paradox, but it 

would be different from the original semantic Liar paradox.  

The temptation to identify the Liar paradox with the Logical Liar is encouraged by the 

tendency to take the advances in semantics to show that there is no clear borderline between set-

theory and semantics. Priest argues that although at the time when Ramsey wrote his paper it was 

commonly held that the vocabularies of mathematics and of semantics are indeed different, in the 

meantime things have changed:  

In particular, both syntactic and semantic linguistic notions became quite integral parts of 

mathematics. Indeed, in a sense, the work of Gödel and Tarski showed how these notions could 

be reduced to other parts of mathematics (number theory and set theory, respectively) [Priest 

1994: 26]. 
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Nevertheless, although some aspects of the semantic notions can be properly captured in 

set-theoretic terms, I think that the analogies should not be pushed too far. Tarski showed indeed 

how the concept of truth for formalized languages can be extensionally characterized in 

mathematical terms, but this does not mean that the concept can be reduced to mathematical 

notions. Moreover, it is the concept of a true sentence of English that gives rise to a paradox, not 

that of a true sentence of a certain formalized language, and Tarski did not actually claim that the 

definition of truth can be extended to natural languages. 

One way to see that the two Liars should be sharply distinguished from one another is to 

notice that the intuitions that lay behind the Logical Liar are parasitic upon those that lay behind 

the Liar paradox. Absent the intuitions that lead to the Liar paradox, the Logical Liar could be 

solved by denying that there is a set of true sentences of English (the way one can block other 

logical paradoxes), or by denying that the set is representable in English.  

Thus, the Liar paradox should not be identified with the logical Liar. For the same reasons, 

the structure of the Liar paradox, as well as the structure of other semantic paradoxes, is different 

from the structure of logical paradoxes. Consequently, it is perfectly reasonable to expect that the 

two kinds of paradoxes have different kinds of solutions. The structural differences between the 

two kinds of paradoxes indicate that the lessons that should be drawn from them might be quite 

different. At the end of the day, logical paradoxes suggest that there are fewer sets in the 

universe than one normally is tempted to allow (which is the idea behind the orthodox solutions 

to the logical paradoxes based on the axiomatization of set-theory), while the semantic paradoxes 

suggest that fewer concepts are expressible in English than one normally believes.  
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philosophy, such as logic, metaphysics, philosophy of language and the philosophy of 

mathematics. Although I am trying to keep up with the current philosophical literature, I have a 

vicious inclination toward outdated views.  
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