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I want to discuss, in some detail, a short section from Quine’s Philosophy of Logic. It
runs from pages 10 to 13 of the second, revised edition of the book and carries the
subheading ‘Truth and semantic ascent’.' In these two and a half pages, Quine presents
his well-known account of truth as a device of disquotation, employing what I call
Quine’s Ladder. The section merits scrutiny, for it has become the central document for
contemporary deflationary views about truth.

1. Redundancy, Utility, and Disquotation

In the passages of Philosophy of Logic—henceforth PL—Ieading up to the section under
discussion, Quine has been engaged in dismissing meanings in general and propositions
in particular. Truth enters the scene because the friends of propositions have said
propositions are needed as the proper bearers of truth. Quine responds that truth applies
to sentences and not to propositions (because there are none).

This view of Quine’s is of course contentious. I will not quarrel with it here. It
will turn out that the choice of truth-bearers does not matter all that much as far as my
main topic is concerned. Quine’s Ladder can be decoupled from his view that truth
applies to sentences: there are friends of propositions who advocate an essentially
Quinean account of truth.

Quine’s preference for sentences as bearers of truth leads him to consider the
“deeper and vaguer” worry that truth should hinge on reality, not on language. He fully
agrees with the sentiment but thinks that it creates no difficulties for his view. On the
contrary, he says: “No sentence is true but reality makes it so” (PL: 10). What comes next
is motivated by his desire to show that truth applying to sentences is not in conflict with
truth hinging on reality. It is noteworthy that this concern with truth hinging on reality,
which surfaces prominently at various points, is the initial motivation for the whole
section; indeed, Quine’s account of truth, the disquotational account, emerges eventually
as an offshoot from the way in which he addresses this concern.”

The remainder of our section from PL can be divided into three parts, exhibiting a
movement of thought somewhat like the movement from thesis to antithesis to synthesis.’

FIRST PART: LIMITED REDUNDANCY. This part is very short, consisting of the last
ten lines of the paragraph that runs from pages 10 to 11. Having embraced the point that
sentences are made true by reality, Quine illustrates it by reminding us of Tarski’s
biconditional:

" Quine 1986; the first edition appeared in 1970.

* One usually regards Quine as the father of contemporary deflationism about truth. Yet, serious concern
for the idea that truths are made true by reality is often seen as a sign of inflationary thinking about truth.

? You might want to compare this section from PL with pages 212-15 from Quine’s Quiddities (1987) and,
especially, with pages 79-82 from the second edition of his Pursuit of Truth (1992).
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(1) “Snow is white’ is true if and only if snow is white.”

He immediately continues with the words (label added):

[A] In speaking of the truth of a given sentence there is only indirection; we do better
simply to say the sentence and so speak not about language but about the world. So long
as we are speaking only of the truth of singly given sentences, the perfect theory of truth
is what Wilfrid Sellars called the disappearance theory of truth. (PL: 11)

Later, in Quiddities, Quine disavows this talk of the disappearance (theory) of truth on
the grounds that it takes the quotation marks too lightly: after all, ‘is true’ is not all that
has disappeared on the right-hand side of (1). Instead:

What can justly be said is that the adjective ‘true’ is dispensable when attributed to
sentences that are explicitly before us. (Quine 1987: 214)

These passages are deliberately phrased to remind us of the so-called redundancy theory
of truth, according to which the truth predicate is superfluous and could simply be erased
from our language without loss. But note Quine’s qualifying proviso: so long as we are
speaking only of the truth of singly given sentences that are explicitly before us.

SECOND PART: UTILITY. The second part takes up the contrary theme, already
foreshadowed by the proviso of the first part. It tells us that the redundancy theory fails
because of cases where the truth predicate is used but not used to speak of the truth of
singly given sentences explicitly before us: the truth predicate is not dispensable after all.
The important cases of this sort—the only ones Quine considers—are generalizations
involving the truth predicate. I cite a number of passages in their order of appearance;
they are all from page 11 of PL, with labels in brackets added for ease of cross-reference:

[B] Where the truth predicate has its utility is in just those places where, though still
concerned with reality, we are impelled by certain technical complications to mention
sentences. .. The important places of this kind are places where we are seeking generality,
and seeking it along certain oblique planes that we cannot sweep out by generalizing over
objects.

[C] We can generalize on ‘Tom is mortal’, ‘Dick is mortal’, and so on, without talking of
truth or of sentences; we can say ‘All men are mortal’. We can generalize similarly on
‘Tom is Tom’, ‘Dick is Dick’, ‘0 is 0, and so on, saying ‘Everything is itself’.

[D] When on the other hand we want to generalize on ‘Tom is mortal or Tom is not
mortal’, ‘Snow is white or snow is not white’, and so on, we ascend to talk of truth and of
sentences, saying ‘Every sentence of the form ‘p or not p’ is true’, or ‘Every alternation
of a sentence with its negation is true’.

[E] What prompts this semantic ascent is not that ‘Tom is mortal or Tom is not mortal’ is
somehow about sentences while ‘Tom is mortal’ and ‘Tom is Tom’ are about Tom. All

4 Actually, he says (PL: 10): “The sentence ‘Snow is white’ is true, as Tarski has taught us, if and only if
real snow is really white”. The ‘real’ and ‘really’ are concessions to the made-true-by-reality sentiment.
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three are about Tom. We ascend only because of the oblique way in which the instances
over which we are generalizing are related to one another.

Passage [B] ties the utility of the truth predicate to generalizations and announces
(a bit mysteriously perhaps) that in certain cases and because of certain complications we
are impelled to generalize indirectly. [C] provides two contrast cases for comparison, two
cases where we can generalize directly. [D] gives an example of a case where we have to
generalize indirectly, which is supposed to illustrate the utility of the truth predicate: this
passages contains Quine’s Ladder albeit in compressed form. [E] introduces the notion of
semantic ascent and promises to tie it in with the initial motivation, showing how truth
applied to sentences still hinges on reality.

THIRD PART: DISQUOTATION. In the final part of our section, Quine claims that
there is a close connection between the utility of the truth predicate in generalizations,
emphasized in the second part, and Tarski’s biconditionals from the first part—though
exactly how this crucial connection works is not spelled out explicitly. The following are
from the bottom half of page 12 of PL—skipping one important passage to be mentioned
later:

[F] This ascent to a linguistic plane of reference is only a momentary retreat from the
world, for the utility of the truth predicate is precisely the cancellation of linguistic
reference. The truth predicate is a reminder that, despite technical ascent to talk of
sentences, our eye is on the world. This cancellatory force is explicit in Tarski’s
paradigm: ‘‘Snow is white’ is true if and only if snow is white’.

[G] By calling the sentence [‘Snow is white’] true, we call snow white. The truth
predicate is a device of disquotation.

[I] We need it to restore the effect of objective reference when for the sake of some
generalization we have resorted to semantic ascent.

With the slogan “The truth predicate is a device of disquotation” Quine’s account
of truth has emerged. This may not be obvious right away. The slogan is, after all, still
talking about the disquotational or cancellatory force of the truth predicate; that is,
according to [F] and [I], about the feature responsible for its utility. But, so Quine seems
to hold, what accounts for the utility of the truth predicate thereby accounts for truth. This
transition from a claim about the utility or function of the truth predicate—about what it
can do for us or we can do with it—to a claim purporting to tell us what truth is, is
explicit in his later writings: “Attribution of truth to ‘Snow is white’ just cancels the
quotation marks and says that snow is white. Truth is disquotation” (1987: 213). “To
ascribe truth to the sentence is to ascribe whiteness to snow...Ascription of truth just
cancels the quotation marks. Truth is disquotation” (1992: 80).

But isn’t it absurd to identify truth itself with a function like disquotation? Isn’t
this some sort of category mistake? Quine wouldn’t mind. He has chosen his slogan
because it has a paradoxical ring to it. When Quine talks about #uth, using the abstract
noun, he has in mind the truth predicate ‘is true’ or the adjective ‘true’. So when we
think of his account of truth, we should think of it in the first instance as an account of the
predicate, which turns out to be an account of the role the predicate plays in our language
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and, in particular, of its utility. Quine holds that this is all that can be and need be done
here by way of an account, at least as far as our ordinary truth predicate is concerned.
Compare his slogan with the classic ‘Truth is correspondence’, which is short for ‘Truth
is correspondence with a fact’, which expresses an account of truth in the traditional
sense, convertible into standard definitional form: ‘x is true iff x corresponds with a fact’.
Quine’s slogan, ‘Truth is disquotation’, is short for ‘The truth predicate is a device of
disquotation’, which clearly is not supposed to be convertible into: ‘x is true iff x...’.
According to Quine, no account of truth taking this traditional form is possible or even
desirable: ‘Truth is disquotation’ is cast to look like ‘Truth is correspondence’, but it is
intended in a spirit of friendly mockery; its paradoxical flair is meant to convey that
traditional “theories” of truth are on the wrong track entirely.’

Quine talks throughout as if there were only one way for sentences to be explicitly
given: by quotation. This is wrong. A sentence might be spelled-out, letter by letter, using
proper names of letters instead of quotations; it might then be followed by the words ‘is
true’—this was Tarski’s (1935) official way. A sentence might be explicitly given by
being uttered, and the speaker might get the response ‘That is true’. Or the speaker
herself might continue with the words ‘is true’, resulting in the sounds: ‘Snow is white is
true’—we don’t usually mention quotation marks when speaking. Cases of the last sort
could be regarded as containing inaudible quotation marks. But cases of the first two
sorts are not as easily assimilated. They pose an obvious problem. Since they are
examples of truth attributions to explicitly given sentences, they should come out as
involving dispensable uses of the truth predicate. But since the sentences are not quoted,
the examples are not covered by the claim that truth is disquotation: the disquotational
account, taken literally, is too narrow. Quine would regard this as little more than a
nuisance, pointing out that Tarski-style biconditionals (modified in minor ways) still hold
for such cases: and that’s what really matters. The slogan that truth is disquotation is an
oversimplification, justifiable by the need for brevity in advertising.

Quine acknowledges that non-eternal sentences cause problems: the biconditional
““This is white’ is true iff this is white’ is untrue if ‘This’ denotes something different
than ‘this’. He narrows attention to Tarski-biconditionals quoting efernal sentences, free
from demonstratives and other context-sensitive ingredients; he defends this move as “the
convenient line for theoretical purposes”.°

I will follow Quine and ignore all such problem cases for simplicity’s sake,
focusing on Tarski-biconditionals that quote eternal sentences, and equating the explicit
giveness of a sentence with its being quoted.

2. Limited Redundancy: A Dilemma
Quine moves from Tarski’s biconditionals to the claim that the truth predicate is
dispensable when applied to sentences explicitly before us (i.e. to quoted sentences), and

> Quine remarks that the disquotational account may be said to define truth, but only in a loose sense: “it
only tells us how to eliminate [the truth predicate] when it is attached to a quotation” (1987: 215).
Definition in the strict sense, explicit definition, would tell us how to eliminate the predicate from every
context, replacing it with other terms. This is not forthcoming, and it could not be done consistently, not for
our truth predicate applied to our language, as Tarski has shown; cf. Quine 1987, pp. 214-6; 1992, pp. 81-3.
% Quine 1992, p. 79; cf. PL, pp. 13-14. Tarski originally used the context-sensitive ‘it is snowing’ for his
paradigmatic biconditional; he corrected that later; cf. his 1935, p. 156, and his 1944 and 1969.

4



Midwest Studies in Philosophy 32 (2008)

from there to the claim that the truth predicate is indispensable for generalizations. These
moves rely on the condition contained in passage [A]:

Quine’s Limited Redundancy Condition (LRC): The truth predicate is dispensable,
provided we are speaking only of the truth of singly given sentences that are
explicitly before us.

The proviso is intended as a necessary and sufficient condition for the dispensability of
the truth predicate; and this dispensability is characterized thus (see [A]): “we do better
simply to say the sentence”; and in Pursuit of Truth (1992: 80): “So the truth predicate is
superfluous when ascribed to a given sentence; you could just utter the sentence”.

Quine’s LRC is supposed to neatly segregate uses of the truth predicate into two
camps for separate treatment: (a) the dispensable ones, where the truth predicate is
applied to the quotation of a sentence; and (b) the indispensable ones, universal and
existential generalizations, where the truth predicate is applied to a quantifier phrase, or
rather, in Quine’s canonical notation, to a variable bound by a quantifier, as in: ‘For every
x, if x is F then x is true’; and ‘For some x, x is F and x is true’. This segregating role of
the LRC comes out quite nicely in the continuation of the passage from Quiddities, cited
earlier, which occurs after Quine has already employed Tarski’s paradigm, (1), to make
the point that attribution of truth just cancels the quotation marks:

What can justly be said is that the adjective ‘true’ is dispensable when attributed to
sentences that are explicitly before us. Where it is not thus dispensable is in saying that
all or some sentences of such and such specified form are or are not true, or that
someone’s statement unavailable for quotation was or was not true... (Quine 1987: 214)

But there is a difficulty. The uses of the truth predicate do not line up as neatly as
Quine wants them to, giving rise to a dilemma. Consider the occurrence of the truth
predicate within the biconditional:

(D) ‘Snow is white’ is true if and only if snow is white.

The sentence ‘Snow is white’ is explicitly before us, explicitly given by quotation, and
succeeded by ‘is true’ to make the left-hand side of (1). Does this embedded use of the
truth predicate fall under the proviso of the LRC?

Say it does, then the truth predicate of the sentence on the left-hand side of (1) is
dispensable. Instead of uttering that sentence, Quine, following his own advice, would
have done better simply to say: ‘Snow is white’; hence, instead of uttering (1), he would
have done better simply to say: ‘Snow is white if and only if snow is white’. This is
puzzling: How can the truth predicate in (1) be thus dispensable? Tarski’s biconditionals
are at the very heart of Quine’s account of truth: they are supposed to make explicit the
disquotational force of the truth predicate, which is wherein the utility of the predicate is
supposed to lie. Quine needs the biconditionals to state his own account of truth.

Say, alternatively, that the use of the truth predicate in the sentence on the left-
hand side of (1) does not fall under the proviso; say the proviso is meant to apply only to
free-standing sentences—sentences such as ‘‘Snow is white’ is true.’—not to embedded
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ones. The question arises: What will account for the embedded use of the truth predicate
in (1)? and: What will account for embedded uses in general, uses within conditionals,
disjunctions, conjunctions, negations, where the truth predicate is attached to the
quotation of a sentence but the resulting sentence is itself a component of a larger whole?
Not the second part of Quine’s story, for that part is designed to cover generalizations
involving truth. All such embedded uses of the truth predicate are left in the lurch.

The latter option cannot be a live one for Quine. It would leave hosts of uses of
the truth predicate unaccounted for. This leads us back to the first horn of the dilemma.
Tarski’s biconditionals, as employed by Quine, are exceptions to the LRC. The truth
predicate is dispensable whenever it is applied to explicitly given sentences, except for
Tarski’s biconditionals used to expound the disquotational account of truth: eliminate
““_ ’istrue’ from them and you have eliminated the disquotational account.

When formulating the LRC, Quine uses the phrase ‘speaking of’; he says the truth
predicate is dispensable “so long as we are speaking only of the truth of singly given
sentences” (see [A]). At other places, quoted earlier, he says the predicate is dispensable
when attributed to or ascribed to explicitly given sentences (1987: 214; 1992: 80). These
speech-act verbs are naturally taken with assertoric force, so that attributing or ascribing
truth to a sentence, and speaking of the truth of a sentence, imply asserting of the
sentence that it is true. If so, the LRC’s proviso applies only to cases where we assert the
truth of sentences explicitly before us. Tarski’s biconditionals would then not fall under
the proviso, since we do not assert the truth of ‘Snow is white’ when asserting (1). But
this takes us back to the second horn of the dilemma, leaving hosts of embedded uses of
the truth predicate unaccounted for.”

Assertoric force raises a closely related problem for some of Quine’s most central
pronouncements. Consider passage [G] from PL, already quoted above, but with the
speech-act verb emphasized:

[G] By calling the sentence [‘Snow is white’] true, we call snow white. The truth
predicate is a device of disquotation. (PL: 12)

The first part covers only assertoric uses of ‘‘Snow is white’ is true’. When one
utters this assertively, one asserts of ‘Snow is white’ that it is true, one calls the sentence
‘Snow is white’ true. But one does not assert ‘“Snow is white’ is true’ when uttering this
in the course of uttering a sentence such as (1), even if one utters (1) assertively; hence,
in uttering (1), one does not assert of ‘Snow is white’ that it is true, one does not call it
true. I do not assert of you that you are a liar, I do not call you a liar, when I assert that
you are a liar if and only if I am. Since the first part of [G] covers only assertoric uses of
the truth predicate, it is ill equipped to support the second part which is supposed to be an
entirely general claim about the function of the truth predicate schlechthin.®

7 Though conjunctions could now be handled. An assertion of “‘Snow is white’ is true and ‘grass is green’
is true’ can be regarded as asserting both, ‘“‘Snow is white’ is true’ and ‘‘Grass is green’ is true’, with each
use of the truth predicate coming out as dispensable. But this still leaves us with occurrences of ‘s’ is true’
within conditionals, disjunctions, and negations, where it remains unasserted even when the embedding
sentences are asserted.

¥ Quine’s later variants of [G] exhibit the same problem: “Attribution of truth to ‘Snow is white’ just

cancels the quotation marks and says that snow is white. Truth is disquotation” (1987: 213); “To ascribe
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[G] suffers from a confusion censured by P. T. Geach: “This whole subject is
obscured by a centuries-old confusion over predication embodied in such phrases as “a
predicate is asserted of a subject”...In order that the use of a sentence in which “P” is
predicated of a thing may count as an act of calling the thing “P”, the sentence must be
used assertively, and this is something quite distinct from predication, for, as we have
remarked, “P” may still be predicated of the thing even in a sentence used non-assertively
as a clause within another sentence” (Geach 1960: 253).

We can help Quine out if we take Geach’s hint and distinguish more carefully
between predicating and asserting. To say that one predicates a predicate of something
implies that one utters a truth-evaluable subject-predicate sentence, it does not imply that
one asserts the sentence while uttering it. This allows for talk of predication with respect
to unasserted clauses. When one asserts a sentence of the form ‘If a is F then b is H’, the
predicate ‘is F’ is predicated of a, even though the sentence ‘a is F’ is an unasserted
component within the whole: though unasserted, it is still truth-evaluable.” Normally, a
predicate loses its predicative function within quotation marks. The predicate ‘is white’ is
not predicated of snow in ‘‘Snow is white’ has three words’: the truth-value of ‘Snow is
white’ is irrelevant to the truth-value of the whole. ‘‘Snow is white’ is true’, however, is
special. Here the predicate ‘is white’ does have its predicative function even though it
occurs within quotation marks: the truth-value of ‘Snow is white’ is relevant to the truth-
value of the whole; indeed, the whole is true if and only if ‘Snow is white’ is. Predicating
‘is true’ of the sentence ‘Snow is white’ restores the predicative function of ‘is white’.
Quine’s claim should have been:

[G*] By predicating ‘is true’ of ‘snow is white’, we predicate ‘is white’ of snow.
Truth is disquotation.

Thus reconstructed along non-assertoric lines, the first part of the claim does a
better job supporting the general thesis that (the) truth (predicate) is (a device of)
disquotation. Moreover, we can now see the first part of Quine’s [G] as being focused
more narrowly—too narrowly—on a special subset of the cases covered by [G*], namely
the ones where we not only predicate ‘is true’ of ‘Snow is white’ but, in doing so, assert
of ‘Snow is white’ that it is true.'’

The move to predication improves on Quine’s [G]. It also helps with LRC whose
proviso 1s naturally taken as covering only assertoric uses of the truth predicate, which
makes it too narrow, leaving all non-assertoric uses unaccounted for. Rephrasing LRC, or
reinterpreting it, in terms of predication removes this unwanted restriction: The truth
predicate is dispensable, provided we are predicating it only of singly given sentences

truth to the sentence is to ascribe whiteness to snow...Truth is disquotation” (1992: 80). The speech-act
verbs indicate assertoric force, making the first parts of these claims too narrow to support the thesis that
truth is disquotation, which is supposed to hold even when truth is not asserted of anything.

? Quine (1960: §20): “Predication joins a general term and a singular term to form a sentence that is true or
false according as the general term is true of false of the object, if any, to which the singular term refers.”

' Note the difference between predicating, which is semantic, and attaching, which is syntactic. 1 cannot
attach ‘is white’ to ‘snow’ (or to snow) by attaching ‘is true’ to the quotation of ‘snow is white’. But,
according to [G*], I can predicate ‘is white’ of snow by attaching ‘is true’ to the quotation of ‘snow is
white’, provided that, in doing so, I predicate ‘is true’ of ‘snow is white’.
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that are explicitly before us. This is good, because Quine surely wants all such uses of the
truth predicate to come out as dispensable. All, that is, except the ones within the Tarski-
biconditionals he employs when expounding his account of truth. The puzzle posed by
them is still with us. Quine, it seems, has failed to notice that Tarski’s biconditionals,
which are indispensable to his account of truth, are dispensable on his account of truth. I
will return to this point below, suggesting that he should have loosened the tie to the
redundancy theory even more than he did.

3. Utility and Quine’s Ladder

The redundancy theory promised a deflationary view of truth. It was designed to deflate
especially correspondence theories, but also epistemic and pragmatic theories. As such, it
appealed to many. Quine rejects the redundancy theory. We need the truth predicate for
generalizations, viz. ‘Everything Archimedes says is true’.!" Evidently, removing ‘is true’
from such sentences will produce nonsense: the truth predicate is not dispensable. Quine
stresses this point repeatedly. Nevertheless, his own view retains the deflationary spirit—
therein lies its appeal to friends of the late redundancy theory; and it is the Ladder that is
supposed to do the trick: the beauty of Quine’s Ladder, in the eyes of deflationists, lies in
its power to allow them to reject the redundancy theory, emphasizing that the truth
predicate is not redundant (on the contrary, it is useful and needed), without giving succor
to advocates of inflationary accounts of truth.

In the previous section we looked at one side of the line Quine wants to draw with
the LRC, the one concerned with dispensable uses of the truth predicate. We will now
look at the other side, the one concerned with indispensable uses, with universal and
existential generalizations. Quine is going to take the very feature of the truth predicate
that undid the redundancy theory—its utility for expressing generalizations involving
truth—and treat it as the reason why we have the truth predicate. It is the task of Quine’s
Ladder to explain how the truth predicate manages to play this role.

Before I turn to this, I should address a worry, if only to set it aside. When it
comes to uses of the truth predicate not handled by the redundancy theory, Quine focuses
on generalizations involving truth. But there seem to be additional cases, viz. ‘The first
sentence in Quine’s PL is true’, from which the truth predicate cannot simply be
removed. Did Quine forget about cases of this sort? No, but for Quine they too are
generalizations, because they contain definite descriptions. Following Russell, Quine
construes sentences whose grammatical subjects are definite descriptions (including
definite descriptions of sentences) as cases of existential generalizations. But what about
cases with proper names of sentences, say ‘(17) is true’, where some sentence has been
baptized with the temporary name ‘(17)’?. Quine would say they too can be construed as
generalizations via his assimilation of proper names to definite descriptions. Quine is
committed to the view that all problem cases for the redundancy theory can be reduced to
generalizations of some sort. In any case, Quine’s Ladder is only equipped to handle

' More weighty examples should readily come to mind: ‘No sentence is true but reality makes it so’ (cf.
PL: 10); “Whatever I perceive very clearly and distinctly is true’; ‘Some of the things we believe are not
true’; ‘A belief-producing process is reliable iff it tends to produce true beliefs’; ‘Every significant sentence
is either true or false’ (etc.). Note, since the point at hand concerns the expressibility of generalizations
involving truth or falsehood, false examples are as relevant as true ones.
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generalizations. This may be a weak point of his approach, but I will not pursue it here.'?

Quine’s Ladder is contained in passage [D], which is at the heart of the second
part of our section from PL. In this passage, Quine says that when we want to generalize
on sentences like ‘Tom is mortal or Tom is not mortal’ (etc.), we ascend semantically to
talk of sentences and of truth. The passage is a bit condensed. It has become customary to
fold it out a little so that the crucial rung of the ladder, which Quine oddly suppressed,
stands out more prominently."

QUINE’S LADDER. It asks us to consider, for example, the transition from (2) to (3)
to (4); it follows this up with some comments connecting these steps:

(2) Tom is mortal or Tom is not mortal; Snow is white or snow is not white;
All bats are insects or not all bats are insects;...and so on.

3) The sentence ‘Tom is mortal or Tom is not mortal’ is true; The sentence
‘Snow is white or snow is not white’ is true; The sentence ‘All bats are
insects or not all bats are insects’ is true;...and so on.

(4) Every sentence of the form “p or not p’ is true.

We want to generalize on the items gestured at in (2). Proceeding from (2) via (3)
to (4), we reach a generalization expressing a general law of logic (excluded middle), the
one that was in some sense already implicit in the items gestured at by (2). Note the step
to (3) and the role played, in the background, by Tarski’s biconditionals, the instances of
the disquotation schema:

T. The sentence ‘p’ is true if and only if p,

ingeniously labeled to allude to both, truth and Tarski. The instances of T, looked at from
right to left as it were, mediate the semantic ascent from (2) to (3). The items gestured at
in (2) do not serve up any objects generalizing over which would take us to the logical
law in its full generality (see [B]). But applying the instances of the schema to the items
in (2) leads to (3)—the rung not explicitly mentioned by Quine himself—which does
serve up the right sort of objects, namely sentences (truth bearers), over which we can
generalize to reach (4), the intended law.

2 See Quine 1960, §§37-38, for his assimilation of proper names to descriptions. Soames (1999: 48f.)
points out that proper names of truth-bearers may pose a special problem for redundancy-inspired views
because Kripke’s work shows that proper names, being rigid designators, are not easily assimilated to
descriptions. But Quine’s strategy seems immune, for he simply proposes to reparse occurrences of a name,
‘Saul’, as occurrences of ‘x =Saul’, where the predicate ‘=Saul’ can be regarded as uniquely and rigidly
applying to Saul. There is an irony here. If names are to be reparsed in this manner, then so are quotation
names to be reparsed as, say, ‘x =*Snow is white’’, with the predicate ‘=‘Snow is white’’ applying uniquely
and rigidly to a sentence. But then ‘‘Snow is white’ is true’ turns into the generalization ‘(3x)(x =Snow is
white’, and x is true)’, where the truth predicate is not attached to a quoted sentence: the category of
quotational, hence disquotational, uses of the truth predicate threatens to dissolve.

3 Compare Leeds 1978, pp. 121-3; Soames 1984, sec. 1; Horwich 1998 ('1990), pp. 3-5, 120-26; Gupta
1993, pp. 59-63; David 1994, pp. 95-7; Blackburn and Simmons 1999, pp. 11-14; Kiinne 2003, chap. 4.2.2.
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Quine’s passage [D] does not explicitly mention (3). He talks about generalizing
on the items in (2) and ascending semantically to (4), but he leaps over (3) which appears
to be an important step. It splits the difference between generalization and semantic
ascent: semantic ascent relates (2) to (3); generalization relates (3) to (4). Why did Quine
not mention (3) explicitly? I cannot explain it unless he thought that what I am about to
say is too obvious for words. The step is not only important, it is all important to Quine’s
account. For it is the transition from (2) to (3), semantic ascent, that brings into play the
instances of schema T, Tarski’s biconditionals. Without the step to (3), the disquotational
feature of truth would not be given any role to play in the account of generalizations
involving truth. There would be no ground for saying that the truth predicate is a device
of disquotation. I take it for granted, then, that it is obligatory to regard passage [D] as a
condensed version of Quine’s Ladder as laid out above.

Here we see how Quine takes the very feature of the truth predicate that undid the
redundancy theory, its utility for expressing generalizations, and treats it as the reason
why we have the truth predicate: the role the predicate plays in these generalizations is its
reason for being. The Ladder is designed to show how the truth predicate manages to play
this role; and since the Ladder does this on the basis of the instances of the disquotation
schema, T, Quine concludes that the truth predicate is a device of disquotation.

Note the negative, deflationary, implicature of Quine’s slogan: the truth predicate
is a device of disquotation and nothing more; or maybe somewhat more cautiously: the
truth predicate is a device of disquotation and no more substantive claim about it is
warranted. Whence this negative implicature? The answer, I take it, is this. Quine thinks
that generalizations involving truth are the sole reason why we have the truth predicate,
the data left unaccounted for by the redundancy theory. The Ladder explains them merely
on the basis of the instances of schema T, without appeal to anything more substantive
about truth. So the instances of the schema constitute a sufficient account of the truth
predicate, allowing us to explain all that needs to be explained. A richer conception of
truth is not warranted by the need to explain the data; hence, not warranted.

It is important to be clear about the difference between (4) and T. T contains the
schematic letter ‘p’: T is a schema; it is not a sentence; it does not say anything; only its
substitution instances, e.g. (1), are sentences and say things. Though (4) also contains the
letter ‘p’, (4) is a sentence and not a schema; it says something; it says: ‘For every x, if x
is a sentence of the form ‘p or not p’, then x is true’. Here the ‘p’ is not a schematic letter,
instead it is part of the predicate ‘x is a sentence of the form ‘p or not p’’, which displays
a pattern to specify the logico-syntactic structure or form of a lot of sentences. (Compare
Quine’s alternative rendering in [D]: ‘Every alternation of a sentence and its negation is
true’.) I will mark such form-terms by use of the formulation ‘is a...of the form . In
view of the potentially confusing double-use of ‘p’—as part of a form-term and as
schematic letter—it might have been better to adopt a notation that marks the difference
more boldly; but I don’t like to do so because this double use is fairly standard, e.g. in the
later Quine.'*

" In PL, p. 13, Quine is dismissive of citing schema T itself in addition to sample instances; he complains
that its left-hand side merely quotes the sixteenth letter of the alphabet. By the fourth edition of Methods of
Logic (1982), he has become much more relaxed about this: both uses of ‘p’ occur there side by side, with
schematic uses allowed freely within quotation marks; for comment, see Quiddities, pp. 234-5. By the way,
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Evidently, the Ladder I extracted from our section of PL is an exemplar, a
paradigm. Other generalizations involving truth must be accounted for by variations on
this theme, including of course existential generalizations (but universal generalizations
will give us enough to worry about for the present paper).

Above I assumed the Quinean will rely on the (claimed) explanatory power of
Tarski’s biconditionals to explain generalizations involving truth. Quine himself does not
put that much stress on explanatory considerations in this context, at least not explicitly—
compare passages [B] through [G]. Although these passages are obviously intended to
give an account of the utility of the truth predicate, explanatory terminology is not at the
forefront. The introduction of more overtly explanatory considerations into discussions
over deflationary views about truth is largely due to other authors, Hartry Field (1972,
1986), Stephen Leeds (1978), Hilary Putnam (1978), and Paul Horwich (1982, 1998),
among others.'

Giving more weight to explanatory considerations allows for a resolution of the
earlier dilemma. Referring to the Ladder, the Quinean can point out that the need for
explaining generalizations involving truth generates a need for uses of the truth predicate
attached to quoted sentences: according to the Ladder, the disquotation biconditionals, as
well as free-standing sentences of the form “‘p’ is true.’, are needed for the semantic-
ascent step from (2) to (3). Hence, in the context of such explanations, the truth predicate
is not at all dispensable, even though it occurs attached to singly given sentences
explicitly before us (quotations). In such contexts, we would not do better simply to utter
the quoted sentences, for that would destroy the explanations. Consequently, Quine
would do better to drop his limited redundancy condition (LRC) and replace it with a
weaker, subjunctive formulation—which Quine himself probably wouldn’t approve of,
owing to his tendency to be suspicious of subjunctives:

LRC*: If we didn’t need the truth predicate to formulate generalizations involving
truth, then we wouldn’t need the truth predicate at all, because a need for using
the truth predicate outside of generalizations, i.e. for predicating it of a sentence
by attaching it to the quotation of the sentence, arises only in the course of
explaining our use of generalizations involving truth.

This further loosens the tie to the redundancy theory. It admits that predicating the
truth predicate of singly given sentences explicitly before us is indispensable in certain
contexts, thus making room for acknowledging the crucial explanatory role assigned to
Tarski’s biconditionals in Quine’s account of truth. (I have incorporated two simplifying
assumptions mentioned earlier into this new formulation: that quotation is the way by
which sentences are explicitly given; that all genuine problem cases for the redundancy
theory can be reduced to generalizations involving truth.)

like Quine, I will continue to ignore that ‘Tom is mortal or Tom is not mortal’ does not actually look like it
is of the form ‘p or not p’: it is to be regarded as a notational variant of ‘“Tom is mortal or (it is) not (the
case that) Tom is mortal’—some stratification of natural language is presupposed.

' Field, Leeds, and Putnam, however, are more concerned with the question whether the concept of truth is
really needed for genuine explanations of other things that really need to be explained. This issue is broader
than the one under consideration here, which concerns the explanatory role of Tarski’s biconditionals in
explanations of our uses of the truth predicate in generalizations.
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4. A Variant Ladder and Dis-that-ism

A variant of Quine’s Ladder can be employed by those who hold, pace Quine, that the
bearers of truth are propositions. They will work with the propositional variant of schema
T, namely schema

TP.  The proposition that p is true if and only if p.

Starting from the same place as before, namely (2), they can construct their variant
ladder:

(2) Tom is mortal or Tom is not mortal; Snow is white or snow is not white;
All bats are insects or not all bats are insects;...and so on.

(3P)  The proposition that Tom is mortal or Tom is not mortal is true; The
proposition that snow is white or snow is not white is true; The proposition
that all bats are insects or not all bats are insects is true;...and so on.

(4P)  Every proposition of the form “that p or not p’ is true.'®

Deflationists who apply truth to propositions can thus take the Quinean approach
on board, modulo their disagreement about the primary bearers of truth. For them the task
of explaining how the truth predicate plays its role falls to this variant of Quine’s Ladder.
Of course, they would not refer to the transition mediated by the instances of TP, i.e. the
step from (2) to (3P), as semantic ascent—they might call it intensional ascent instead. If
they wanted to have a Quine-style slogan, theirs would not sound quite as colorful: “The
truth predicate is a device of disthating”.

Paul Horwich takes the instances of TP together with this variant of Quine’s
Ladder to account for the raison d’étre of our notion of truth: he advocates an essentially
Quinean deflationary position. Actually, this does not quite do justice to Horwich who
consistently highlights explanatory considerations. He never says that ‘is true’ (or ‘the
proposition that ___is true’) is dispensable; he emphasizes the need for instances of TP
to explain the facts involving the property of truth as well as our generalizations
involving the concept of truth; and he maintains that both our concept and the meaning of
the term ‘true’ are constituted by our inclination to accept instances of schema TP which,
he says, displays the explanatorily basic regularity underlying our overall employment of
the concept and the term."”

I often gloss over the othe