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ANALYSIS 52.1 JANUARY 1992

‘THIS STATEMENT IS NOT TRUE’ IS NOT TRUE
By LAURENCE GOLDSTEIN

THIS PAPER falls into two parts. We first consider the truth-
values of paradoxical statements in the Liar family. Very few
authors have argued that the Liar statement ‘This statement is
false’ is true. Many, however, have argued that it is false. Twenty
years ago, the literature reflected a majority endorsement of the
view that the Liar has neither truth-value and, still more recently,
there has been considerable support for the claim that it has botz.
In Section I, a demonstration is offered of the prima facie implau-
sibility of the first two options. That leaves a choice between the
‘truth-value gap’ and ‘truth-value glut’ alternatives. Of course, a
large number of possible solutions fall under these two headings.

The idea that some statements are both true and false is
extremely unsettling, but logicians have been prepared to ascribe
this ‘glut’ value to the Liar largely because there is a broad consen-
sus that the ‘gap’ option fails to come to terms with the paradox of
the ‘Strengthened Liar’ — where a statement says of itself that it is
not true. Of that statement, the gappist wants to say that it is not
true — yet, since the statement says just that of itself, it claims
things to be the way the gappist says they are, so the gappist seems
now obliged to say that the statement is true. In Section II, I show
that the gappist can hold that the Strengthened Liar is truth-
valueless without sliding into this contradiction. So a ‘gap’ solution
remains a possibility. Indeed, I think it is the right way to go.
Having set limits, in Section ], to the range of possible solutions, I
proceed in Section II to a defence of the particular solution I
favour.

I LmMiTING THE OPTIONS

Consider the following pair of statements P:

S,: S, is false.
S,: S, is false.

We can ascribe a truth-value to each member of the pair such that
no contradiction can be derived from those ascriptions. In a run-
of-the-mill paradox in the Liar family, we argue from the reason-
able assumption that a certain statement (or each member of a
certain set of statements) has a unique truth-value to the un-
reasonable conclusion that some statement is both true and false.
P doesn’t fit this characterization so, some would say, it doesn’t
amount to a paradox. Further, since we can consistently assign
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2 ANALYSIS

either the value ‘true’ or ‘false’ to each member of P (as long as we
ascribe the opposite value to the other member), P is, in this
respect, similar to the statement ‘This statement is true’, the ‘truth-
teller’ variant of the Liar. Why, then bother with P, which is a bit
more complicated but doesn’t seem to introduce any interesting
new wrinkles? I want to show, first of all, that there is something
important to be learned from reflecting on P.

Inspection of P reveals that, on classical principles, if S, is true,
S, is (glse, and vice versa; if S, is false, S, is true, and vice versa. In
short,

(1) If each statement in P has a unique truth-value, then each
has the opposite value of the other.

But now, suppose we restate S,, by substituting the quotation
name of the statement of which S, is the label. We get

S,: ‘S, is false’ is false.
and similarly, by substituting for ‘S,’ in S,, we have
Sy: ‘S, is false’ is false.

So S, says of itself just what S, says of itself, and nothing else: only
the names differ. There can be no principled reason at all for
ascribing them different truth-values and hence, by symmetry

(2) If each statement in P has a unique truth-value, then each
has the same value as the other.

From (1) and (2) it follows that it is not the case that each state-
ment in P has a unique truth-value, so, by symmetry, neither one
has.

Although the above argument does not entail that all the state-
ments in Liar-type paradoxes do not have unique truth-values,'
one is now bound, I think, to find that conclusion highly compel-
ling. So there are two possibilities. First, accept the claim that Liar-
type statements have non-unique truth-values or, second, accept
that such statements have neither of the classical truth-values. The
first of these alternatives, the dialetheist view, is one about which I
have already expressed unease, and have criticized elsewhere. But
the second alternative, the ‘truth-value gap’ position is widely
believed to fall foul of the ‘Strengthened Liar’.

II ESCAPING THE STRENGTHENED LIAR

The gappist holds that Liar-type statements are neither true nor
false, and so holds a fortiori that such statements are not true. Now

'One could, for example, with Buridan, adopt non-standard criteria for truth-
evaluation (see [4], pp. 18-20), or hold that a Liar sentence expresses two proposi-
tions, one true, one false (see [8]).

This content downloaded from 147.8.31.43 on Mon, 15 Apr 2013 16:03:55 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

‘THIS STATEMENT IS NOT TRUFE’ 3
take the statement
S: S is not true.

The ga&pist wants to say that S is one of those Liar-type state-
ments that he holds to be not true. But if he comes out and says
this, viz. ‘S is not true’, then he is asserting (committing himself to
the truth of) the very statement that he just wished to say was not
true.

Versions of the Strengthened Liar easily knock out a number of
attempted solutions to the Liar paradox (see Priest [7]), including
the fairly recent proposals of Kripke [5], Herzberger [3] and Gupta
[2]. The critical test of any solution that seeks to urge that Liar-
type statements are neither true nor false is whether it can meet
the challenge of the Strengthened Liar. Further, what our reflec-
tions on P suggest is that any genuine solution must have some-
thing to say about those variations on the Liar where, although no
contradiction is derivable, there is, nevertheless, something funny
going on. These are two substantial constraints on the adequacy of
any solution.

In both P and its mate

The statement below is false.
The above statement is true.

there is ‘something funny going on’, but, as we have seen, what it is
that’s funny is not necessarily contradiction-inducing. The situa-
tion can be illuminatingly compared to one in which companies
are competing for a certain contract by submitting sealed tenders.
If Company A says

Company A offers to do the job for £1000 less than Company
B.

then (assuming this form of tender were allowed), there would be
no difficulty if Company B named a definite price. However, if
Company B says

Company B offers to do the job for £1000 less than Company
A.

then the contractor should deem neither company to have ten-
dered a price for the job. A ‘truth-teller variant’ would occur if, for
some strange reason, Company B’s tender were instead

Company B offers to do the job for £1000 more than Company
A

in which case the contractor could name any price he liked.

We have now seen that there are forms of words which can be
used successfully to make an offer, but which, under odd external
circumstances, cannot. There is nothing intrinsically wrong with
the form of words, no vagueness, sortal mismatch etc. It’s just that,
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4 ANALYSIS

on those odd, paradoxical, occasions, a successful use of that form
of words (to make an offer, state a price) depends upon the success
of the use of another form of words, which, in turn, and viciously,
depends on the success of the first. Similarly, in P and in indirect
versions of the Liar, the success of a use of a form of words to
make a truth-evaluation depends viciously on that very success.
Again, in a direct version, such as ‘This statement is false’, the
success of this as a claim — as a truth-evaluation — depends on
whether what it refers to (namely, itself) succeeds in making a
truth-evaluable truth-evaluation. Compare ‘I offer you £10 more
than this offer’. Contrast ‘This statement is in English’. That last
statement can be truth-evaluated, since such an evaluation does
not depend on any truth-evaluation, but only on an evaluation,
obtained by inspection, of what language the statement is couched
in. Our conclusion, then, is that the paradox-provoking agent for
paradoxes in the Liar family is not negation nor truth nor falsity
nor self-reference in general but, as Russell believed, a vicious
circle of dependency.

The tender analogy can be taken one step further. The form of
words ‘Company A offers to do the job for £1000 less than
Company B’ may be uttered, or issued by Company A. That form
of words can sometimes be used by Company A to make an offer
(and sometimes not), and that same form of words can be used by
a commentator to describe an offer. In vicious cases, where the
company issues those words but fails to make an offer, one could
take difterent philosophical stands on the question of whether the
commentator’s description is true, false or neither. A defective
offer, a misfiring attempt at making an offer, is altogether different
from the description of a defective offer or of a misfire. Now, surely,
in the case of the Strengthened Liar, S, we can similarly say quite
happily that S fails to make a claim about itself, while holding that
our description of S is true, even though, in both cases, the same
form of words, viz. ‘S is not true’ is used. There is an element of
indexicality present here, as both Buridan [4] and Tyler Burge [1]
have noticed (although Burge misattributes it to the predicate
‘true’).? The statement ‘S is not true’ has a different value (viz.
‘true’) in the mouth of a commentator from the truth-value it has
(namely, none) in the mouth of a speaker of S. The indexicality
resides in the subject term, as is evident in many versions of the
Liar (e.g. ‘This statement is not true’). Objection: You want to say
that S is not true; well, that’s just what S says it is, so S says how
things are, i.e. S is true, contrary to what you originally wanted to

2Buridan ([4), p. 53) sees that two speakers may simultaneously utter tokens of
the same type sentence, yet their utterances have different truth values even
though the sentence contains no demonstrative or token-reflexive expressions.
Had he inferred (rather than denied) that the speakers have different thoughts
then he would have discovered externalism about mental states six hundred years
before Burge and Putnam did.
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‘THIS STATEMENT IS NOT TRUE’ 5

say. Reply: We do say about S that it is not true, but that’s not just
what S says it is’, since S does not evaluate itself as not true; it fails
to self-evaluate. Conclusion: We have argued that paradoxical
statements in the Liar family lack any truth-value, and we have

seen how to say this without exchanging an old paradox for a new
one.

University of Hong Kong,
Pokfulam Road,aﬁong Kong
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CONDITIONALS ARE NOT TRUTH-FUNCTIONAL:
AN ARGUMENT FROM PEIRCE

By STEPHEN READ

N his paper, ‘Prolegomena to an Apology for Pragmaticism’ (Col-
lected Papers, Cambridge, Mass.. Harvard University Press, 1933,

vol. 4 §546; see also §580), C. S. Peirce asks us to consider the two
propositions:

(1a) Some married woman will commit suicide if her husband
fails in business

and

(2a) Some married woman will commit suicide if every
married woman'’s husband fails in business.
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