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Thinking about Truth

Exercise I

Consider the following sentences:


(1)  John is tall


(2)  John is tall but Bob is not tall


(3)  If Mary comes, then John is happy


(4)  John is tall or John is not tall


(5)  John is tall and John is not tall

A. For each of them, describe the circumstances under which they will come out true, and the circumstances under which they will come out false, that is describe what their truth-conditions are.

B. On the basis of your answer to question A., suggest a threefold partitions of sentences according to their truth-conditions.

Exercise II

Consider the following sentences, in which the truth predicate (“is true'') occurs:


(5)  It is true that John is tall


(6)  If John is tall, then it is true that John is tall

A. Give the truth-conditions for each of these sentences.

B. On the basis of your answer to question A., suggest a general principle governing the truth-conditions of “It is true that φ” for any sentence  φ.

Exercise III

Consider the following sentences,


(7)  Sentence (7) is false


(8)  Sentence (8) is true


(9)  If Sentence (9) is true, then God exists.

A. As before, try to specify the truth-conditions. The task for sentences (1)-(6) was rather easy. Now you might run into problems when it comes to sentence (7)-(9). Try to be precise as to what the problems are, and use your answer to II.A

B. Sentences (4), (5) and (6) all exhibit a pathological behavior. What might be the source of the problem on the basis of what is common to them?

C. Note however that the problem does not seem to be exactly the same for (4) and (5). Try to explain why.

Exercise IV

It has sometimes been hoped that a syntactic criterion could be found to exclude sentences which are semantically pathological (in particular, paradoxical). As an example, you may consider the sentence ‘This claim is not true’, which crucially depends on the ability of ‘this’ to refer reflexively to the very sentence (or claim) in which it is used. On this view, then, whether a statement is paradoxical or not should in the end be determined independently of empirical facts, i.e. independently of the way the world is.

A. What do you think are the prospects for such a theory given the following sentences? They are due to S. Kripke, who suggests that you evaluate them in particular in the following situation:

Jones asserts only (1a) about Watergate. Nixon asserts (1b) plus eight other statements about Watergate, half of them true, half of them false.   

(7) 
a. More than half of Nixon’s statements about Watergate are false.


b. Everything Jones says about Watergate is true.
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