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Philosophical Perspectives, 12, Language, Mind, and Ontology, 1998

THREE NORMS OF ASSERTIBILITY,
OR HOW THE MOA BECAME EXTINCT

Huw Price
University of Sydney

Deflationism about truth combines two claims: (i) that truth is not a substan-
tial property; and (ii) that the key to our use of the concept of truth lies in its
disquotational character—i.e., in the fact that

(DS) “p” is true if and only if p

holds for all central declarative sentences. According to deflationists, the key to
an understanding of truth lies in an appreciation of the grammatical advantages of
a predicate satisfying DS. As Paul Horwich puts it, “our truth predicate is merely
a logical device enabling simple formulations of certain sorts of generalization.”
(1996, p. 878; see also Horwich 1990)

Deflationism has been criticised by Crispin Wright, who claims in Truth and
Objectivity (1992) that such an account of truth cannot make sense of the fact that
truth is a normative notion. Wright argues that deflationism is an inherently un-
stable position: It follows from premises that deflationism accepts that truth is a
normative property, but this is incompatible with the deflationist’s “thin”, gram-
matical conception of the role of the truth predicate.

Horwich (1993, 1996) has responded to this charge in two reviews of Truth
and Objectivity. He claims that on the contrary, the disquotational property of
truth makes perfectly good sense of the various considerations to which Wright
appeals, so that these considerations do not require that truth be a normative
property, in any sense not already entailed by the deflationary view.

My own view, in a nutshell, is that Horwich wins the battle but Wright wins
the war. I think that truth is normative, in a way not explained by the deflationary
theory; but that Wright has not given us a good argument for this conclusion. In
this paper I want to reinforce Horwich’s objections to Wright’s argument, but
then to offer an alternative argument to the same conclusion. As I'll explain,
however, this conclusion does not require that we abandon (i) above, the claim
that truth is not a substantial property. It simply requires that our explanation of
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the folk use of the concept of truth should not be grounded solely on (ii), but
rather needs to appeal to the utility within a speech community of the distinctive
kind of norm that truth provides.

1. Wright’s Anti-deflationary Argument

Wright argues that deflationism is incoherent, on the grounds that it follows
from DS that truth is a norm of assertoric practice, in a sense incompatible with
(1). What is it to be a norm? Wright distinguishes descriptive and prescriptive
versions. A descriptive norm of a practice is a feature or characteristic which, as
a matter of fact, is positively correlated with the choices made by participants in
the practice in question—a characteristic possessed more often by chosen moves
than by possible moves as a whole. A prescriptive norm is a feature or character-
istic of a move in the practice which participants would take as providing areason
for the move in question.

Wright argues that it follows from DS that truth is both a prescriptive and
(with one qualification) a descriptive norm of assertoric practice. Why is it pre-
scriptively normative? Because “any reason to think that a sentence is T may be
transferred, across the biconditional, into reason to make or allow the assertoric
move [the sentence in question] expresses.” (1992, p. 17) In other words, any
reason to believe that p is true is, in virtue of DS, a reason to believe (and hence
to allow the assertion) that p. “And ‘T is descriptively normative,” Wright con-
tinues, “in the sense that the practices of those for whom warranted assertibility
is a descriptive norm are exactly as they would be if they consciously selected the
assertoric moves which they were prepared to make or allow in the light of whether
or not the sentences involved were T.” To a substantial extent, Wright says, “any
actual assertoric practice will be just as it would be if T were a self-conscious
goal.” (1992, p. 17)

Having thus established to his satisfaction that truth is @ norm for assertion,
Wright goes on to argue that it is a distinctive norm—in particular, that it is not
the same norm as warranted assertibility. This follows, he notes, from the fact that
we take it that lack of warranted assertibility need not imply lack of truth.

2. Horwich’s Response to Wright, and an Alternative

As I noted, Horwich has replied to Wright’s argument in two reviews of
Wright’s Truth and Objectivity. Let’s begin with the earlier response:

[t}

Given that “The statement that p is true” always entails “p”, then, without assuming
anything at all about what sort of entity (if any) the truth predicate stands for, we can
see that believing the former provides grounds for asserting the latter. Thus it is
perfectly consistent to deny that truth is a substantive property yet accept the norma-
tive principle: a statement’s being true is a good reason to assert it. Moreover, none of
the philosophers who have advocated “deflationism” have ever denied that truth is a
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Three Norms of Assertibility / 243

distinctive norm of assertion. On the contrary, they would say, this normative prin-
ciple is precisely the sort of generalization that our deflationary truth predicate is
needed to formulate. For it is a way of capturing the infinitely many instances of the
schema: “If p, then one should assert that p.” (1993, p. 28)

An immediate difficulty is that Horwich seems to run together two norma-
tive principles. In the first sentence of the above passage, Horwich endorses
the principle

(1) Believing that p is true provides grounds to assert that p.
In the second sentence (and by implication in the last), he endorses the principle
(2) The fact that p is true provides a good reason to assert that p.

These principles are both plausible, at least if we take it for granted that each is to
be heavily qualified. (For example, they shouldn’t be taken to imply that there is
general imperative to assert everything one believes true, let alone everything
actually true!) But they are clearly different principles: (1) refers to what we
believe, (2) to what is actually the case.

In Horwich’s more recent response to Wright, the ambiguity disappears—
Horwich opts consistently for principle (1). For example, he notes (1996, p. 880)
that the deflationary truth predicate may be used to generalise the principle that if
you believe that snow is white then you have reason to say “Snow is white”.
“[C]olloquially”, as he puts it, “you have reason to assert any sentence you be-
lieve to be true.” (1996, p. 880)

All the same, the ambiguity seems worth remarking. The principle (1) em-
bodies a very weak kind of normative principle, one which relates the appropri-
ateness of an assertion only to a speaker’s own immediate doxastic state. It ieaves
out of account all issues concerning the justifiability, or correctness, of the speak-
er’s belief that p—even such issues as the coherence of the belief that p with the
speaker’s other beliefs. In one sense, the weakness of this norm counts in Hor-
wich’s favour. If the intuitive principles to which Wright appeals involve nothing
more than this weak and uncontroversial notion of normativity, then it seems
clear that they pose no threat to deflationism. But perhaps Horwich has over-
played his hand. Is it really plausible that the principle that, as he himself puts it,
“truth is a distinctive norm of assertion” amounts to nothing more than this?
Indeed, doesn’t (2) itself suggest that truth might be a norm of assertion in some
other sense?

On the face of it, however, both (1) and (2) differ from the principle Wright
himself invokes. As I glossed it above, this principle is

(3) Any reason to believe that p is true is a reason to believe (and hence to
allow the assertion) that p.
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It should be clear that (3) is not a paraphrase of (1). Principle (1) turns on the idea
that belief itself provides a reason for making an assertion, and so leaves no room
for a reading in terms of reasons for belief. Nor is (3) a paraphrase of (2). Unlike
(2), (3) involves the notion of reason for belief on the left hand side—(2) speaks
of what flows from the fact that p is true, (3) of what flows from a reason to
believe that p is true. Hence Wright has grounds to claim that in so far as Horwich
states his case in terms of (1) and perhaps (2), he simply hasn’t engaged with
Wright’s argument.

All the same, I think that Wright’s argument is invalid as it stands, and for the
reason underlying Horwich’s objections: The intuitions to which Wright appeals
reveal nothing more than the formal role of the truth predicate, as embodied in
DS. To show this, I want to construct a parallel argument to Wright’s, using a
piece of terminology whose role is purely formal by definition.

In place of

T3]

p” is true

let us write
True(p).

Let us now define an analogous construction, as follows:
Twice(p) =5 p and p.

In other words, “Twice(p)” is simply to be understood as an alternative logical
notation for the conjunction “p and p”.
It follows immediately that

Twice(p) if and only if p.

In other words, this construction satisfies something analogous to DS—which
means, in turn, that a reason for believing that Twice(p) provides a reason for
believing (or being prepared to assert) that p. “Twiceness” appears to be operat-
ing as a norm of assertion! To complete the parallel, note that Twiceness cannot
simply amount to warranted assertibility. The issue as to whether it is the case that
Twice(p) is not the same as the issue as to whether we are warranted in asserting
that p, for just the same reason that the issue as to whether p (or whether “p” is
true) is not the same issue as that as to whether p is warrantedly assertible.

I think that this makes it clear how little can be inferred from Wright’s prin-
ciple (3). The principle amounts to little more than the truism that a reason to
believe that p is a reason to believe that p. It rests entirely on the formal substi-
tutions licensed by DS, and doesn’t show that truth is any kind of norm of asser-
tion, in any sense not immediately explicable by deflationism.
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However, it should be emphasised that this does not show that truth is not a
norm of assertion. It simply means that (3) does not entail that truth is a norm of
assertion. It might be that Wright has argued for the right conclusion by the wrong
means. | want to argue that this is in fact the case. By way of background, how-
ever, [ want first to try to further disentangle some of the confusing threads in the
debate between Horwich and Wright.

3. Two Norms Weaker than Truth

In my view, a significant source of confusion is that there are two weaker
norms of assertion, in addition to any distinctive norm of truth. The first and
weakest norm is that embodied in (1). It relies on the principle that it is prima
facie appropriate to assert that p when and only when one believes that p. (Prima
facie, because of course many other factors may come into play, in determining
the appropriateness of a particular assertion in a particular context.) Let’s call
this the norm of subjective assertibility. The easiest way to see that it has very
little to do with truth is to note that it is exactly analogous to norms which operate
with respect to utterances which we don’t take to be truth-apt. It is prima facie
appropriate to request a cup of coffee when and only when one wants a cup of
coffee, but this doesn’t show that requests or desires are subject to a norm of truth.
(Like many other utterances, including assertions, they are subject to a norm of
sincerity. At least to a first approximation, subjective assertibility simply is the
norm of sincerity, restricted to the case of assertoric utterances.)

The second kind of norm is that of warranted or objective assertibility.
Roughly, “p” is objectively assertible by a speaker who not only believes that p,
but is justified in doing so. (Of course, there are different kinds and degrees of
justification, some of them more objective than others. For example, is justifica-
tion to be assessed with reference to a speaker’s actual evidence as she sees it, or
by some more objective lights? Here, for definiteness, let us think of it in terms of
coherence—a belief is justified if supported by a speaker’s other beliefs.) This
norm is not equivalent to the norm of truth either, for the reason Wright points out.
We can make sense of the possibility that p is true, even though, through lack of
evidence, we are not justified in believing that p.

So far, then, we have two kinds of norm. Neither is a norm of truth, in the
intuitive sense—neither provides a norm that a speaker can fail to meet, even if
she speaks sincerely, on the basis of a justified belief. How then does truth get into
the picture in such a confusing way, even with respect to these weaker norms?
Simply by virtue of the fact that the disquotational schema makes it sound as if
these norms do have something intrinsic to do with truth. Given DS, for example,
it is natural to express the first kind of norm like this: It is prima facie appropriate
to assert that p only when one believes that p is true—in other words, as (1) puts
it, believing that p is true provides a reason for asserting that p.

But the reference to truth does no non-grammatical work here, as the parallel
with requests makes clear. What we are being told about belief is exactly analo-
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gous to what we are told by the principle that wanting a cup of coffee provides a
reason for requesting one. In neither case does truth come into it, except as a
matter of grammatical felicity. If it is this kind of normative restriction we have
in mind—i.e., subjective assertibility—it is quite misleading to describe it as the
idea that truth is a distinctive norm of assertion. It is misleading in just the way
that it would be misleading to say that Twiceness is a distinctive norm of asser-
tion. True, it is possible to characterise the norm concerned in a way which uses
the construction “Twice( )”, but this simply reflects the logical properties of the
term, and doesn’t connect it in any important way with the norm itself.

Similar remarks apply in the case of objective assertibility. In sum, then, we
have two norms of assertibility—subjective and objective assertibility—in addi-
tion to any third norm of truth itself. Neither Horwich nor Wright properly iden-
tifies and distinguishes these two norms. Had Horwich done so, I think it would
have seemed less plausible to him that (1) might exhaust the sense in which truth
is a distinctive norm of assertion. Had Wright done so, the fact that (1) embodies
a norm of some kind would surely have made it less plausible to argue that DS
implies that truth is a norm as strong (or stronger) than warranted assertibility.

4. Why Wright Is Right After All—Truth as a Third Norm

In my view the real objection to the deflationary view comes from the fact
that there is a third kind of norm for assertion, which—unlike the two norms
distinguished above—is linked to the notion of truth in an intrinsic way. Ironi-
cally, this third norm turns out to be the one most plausibly associated with Hor-
wich’s generalisation “If p, then one should assert that p”, and principle (2). This
principle does not say merely that if one believes that p, one should assert that p
(“subjective assertibility”); or even that if one has good evidence that p, one
should assert that p (“objective assertibility”). It says (as we would ordinarily put
it), that if p is true, one should assert that p.

It might be doubted first, whether there is really any such normative princi-
ple, distinct from those of subjective and objective assertibility; and second,
whether, even if so, it has anything more to do with truth than the two weaker
norms. I’ll defer the second doubt for the moment (see §5 below), and concen-
trate on the first.

The best way to bring the third norm into focus is consider its negative form:

If not-p then it is incorrect to assert that p.

The crucial point is that there is a norm of assertion which a speaker may fail to
meet, even if she does meet the norms of subjective and objective assertibility. We
judge a speaker wrong, incorrect, mistaken, when we judge her assertion false,
even if we are in no doubt that she is sincere, and in possession of the kind of
evidence that would lead any reasonable person to make the same mistake.

One of the reasons why this third norm is hard to distinguish from the two
weaker norms of assertibility is that when we apply it in judging a fellow speaker
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right or wrong, the basis for our judgement lies in our own beliefs and evidence.
Itis not as if we are in a position to make the judgement from the stance of reality
itself, as it were. I think this can make it seem as if application of this norm
involves nothing more than re-assertion of the original claim (in the case in which
we judge it correct), or assertion of the negation of the original claim (in the case
in which we judge it incorrect). Construed in these terms, our response contains
nothing problematic for the deflationary view, of course. Re-assertion of this sort
is one of the linguistic activities disquotational truth facilitates.

But our response is not merely re-assertion, or assertion of the negation of
the original claim. If it were, it would involve no commendation or criticism of
the original utterance. This is hard to see, but the crucial point is that we can
imagine a linguistic practice which allowed re-assertion and contrary assertion,
without this third normative dimension. That is, we can imagine a linguistic com-
munity who use sentences to express their beliefs, but for whom disagreements
have no normative significance, except in so far as it is related to the norms of
subjective and objective assertibility.

What we need is the idea of a community who take an assertion—or rather
the closest thing they have to what we call an assertion—to be merely an expres-
sion of the speaker’s opinion. The relevant idea is familiar in the case of expres-
sions of desires and preferences. It is easy to imagine a community—we are at
least close to it ourselves—who have a language in which they give voice to
psychological states of these kinds, not by reporting that they hold them (which
depends on assertion), but directly, in linguistic forms tailored specifically for
this purpose. In such a community we would expect a norm analogous to subjec-
tive assertibility: essentially, a normative requirement that speakers use these
expressions sincerely. Less obviously, such a practice might also involve a norm
analogous to objective assertibility. In other words, expressed preferences might
be criticised on the grounds that they were not well-founded (for example, on the
grounds they did not cohere with the speaker’s other preferences and desires).
However, in this practice there need be no place for a norm analogous to truth—no
idea of an objective standard, over and above objective assertibility, which pref-
erences properly aim to meet.

At least to a first approximation, we can imagine a community who treat
expressions of beliefs in the same way. They express their beliefs—i.e., the kind
of behavioural dispositions which we would characterise as beliefs—by means of
a speech act we might call the merely-opinionated assertion (MOA, for short).
These speakers—“Mo’ans”, let’s call them—criticise each other for insincerity
(lack of subjective assertibility) and for lack of coherence, or objective assert-
ibility. But they go no further than this. In particular, they do not treat a disagree-
ment between two speakers as an indication that, necessarily, one speaker or
other is mistaken (i.e., in violation of some norm). On the contrary, they allow
that in such a case it may turn out that both speakers have spoken correctly, by the
only two standards the community takes to be operable. Both may be sincere, and
both, in their own terms, may have good grounds for their assertion.
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This speech community could quite well make use of deflationary truth, for
example as a device to facilitate agreement with an expression of opinion made
by another speaker. “That’s true” would function much like “Same again”, in the
context in which a group of customers is placing orders in a restaurant. Just as
“Same again” serves to indicate that one has the same preference as the previous
speaker, “That’s true” would serve to indicate that one holds the same opinion as
the previous speaker. The crucial point is that if the only norms in play are sub-
jective and objective assertibility, introducing disquotational truth leaves every-
thing as it is. It doesn’t import a third norm.

The difficulty we have in holding on to the idea of such a community stems
from our almost irresistible urge to see the situation in terms of our own norma-
tive standards. There really is a third norm, we are inclined to think, even if these
simple creatures don’t know it. When they make incompatible assertions, at least
one of them must be objectively incorrect—must have spoken falsely—even if by
their lights they both meet the only norms they themselves recognise. But the
point of the story is precisely to bring this third norm into sharp relief, and hence
I'am quite happy to allow challenges to the story on these grounds, which rely on
the very conclusion I want to draw: For us, truth does operate as a norm, in a way
in which its disquotational function alone does not explain.

Thus I have argued that assertion is subject to (at least) three different norms.
It may be helpful to formulate these norms in the form of explicit rules. As before,
it is most useful, I think, to take them in negative form—as formulations of the
various ways in which an assertion may be incorrect, or wrong:

(4) One is incorrect to assert that p if one does not believe that p.

(5) One is incorrect to assert that p if, though one believes that p, one does
not have adequate grounds for believing that p.

(6) One is incorrect to assert that p if, in fact, it is not the case that p.

Note that the converse of (6) gives us something close to Horwich’s “If p,
then one should assert that p”. (Strictly, the converse is more like “If p, then one
is not incorrect to assert that p.) However, (6) is surely closer to the relevant norm
than Horwich’s own version. The fact that p does not normally impose any pos-
itive normative requirement that one assert that p. It simply cancels a normative
requirement that one not assert that not-p.

Recall that Horwich offers this principle as a formulation of the idea that
truth is a distinctive norm of assertion—which fact about truth, Horwich says,
none of the philosophers who have advocated the deflationary view has ever
denied. We saw that Horwich also notes that “this normative principle is precisely
the sort of generalization that our deflationary truth predicate is needed to for-
mulate.” (1993, p. 28) However, this is not to say that the deflationary view can
itself account for the normativity involved in this particular generalisation—after
all, a deflationary truth predicate allows us to express generalisations about many
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matters, on most of which the deflationary view of truth provides no illumination
whatsoever.

Perhaps Horwich is right that no advocate of deflationary truth has ever
denied that truth is a norm of assertion in this third sense. What this would mean,
1 think, would be that no advocate of the view has noticed the fact that the defla-
tionary theory cannot account for the existence of this norm. Why can’t it do so?
Simply because as a grammatical device, the truth predicate would have the same
kind of use in an assertoric practice which lacked this third norm. (Recall the
analogy with “Same again”, used to make a request by “agreeing” with a previous
request.)

5. What if the Third Norm Isn’t Truth?

One of Horwich’s themes in Truth (1990) is that issues which are not really
the proper concern of a theory of truth may mistakenly be thought to be so.
Horwich charges Wright with making this kind of mistake—with confusing the
plausible idea that there are various grades of realism with the mistaken idea that
there are various notions of truth (or at least significant variations from discourse
to discourse in the kind of truth predicate we have in mind). It seems likely, then,
that he might respond to my line of argument in the same way. He might say that
although there is a third norm of assertibility, of the kind distinguished above,
truth itself is not that norm (but merely facilitates our expression of the general
principles underlying the norm).

To avoid prejudging the issue, let us say that the assertoric norm we are deal-
ing with is that of correctness and incorrectness, or rightness and wrongness—in
the third degree, in each case, when we need to mark the distinction between this
norm of assertion and those of subjective and objective assertibility. Is truth the
same notion as correctness in the third degree, falsity the same notion as incorrect-
ness in the third degree? There are two ways to approach the issue. One way is to
appeal to our linguistic intuitions. To my ear, these notions do seem to be pretty
much interchangeable in the relevant contexts. And after all, Horwich himself says
that truth is a distinctive norm of assertion. But what norm could it be, if not this
one, if it isn’t the norm of correctness in either of the two lesser degrees?

Perhaps more telling than this kind of appeal to intuition is the way in which
the third norm is linked to notions which all sides agree are the proper concern of
a theory of truth. The notion of correspondence seems to have built into it the
third norm’s idea of answerability to an external standard. The notion of coher-
ence replaces this with the idea of answerability to a standard which, while in-
ternal to a community of speakers, is still external to the perspective of any
individual speaker. The common idea is that truth is a dimension of correctness
for assertion, or belief. To argue that the third norm is not a matter for a theory of
truth would seem to be to detach the theory of truth from its traditional concerns
with notions such as correspondence and coherence.
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These issues require very much more discussion, of course. But what follows
if Horwich is right, and the third norm of assertibility turns out not to be truth? I
think the victory would be somewhat hollow. For once it is recognised that there
is a third norm of assertibility, it itself becomes the focus of most of the issues
which are the traditional concern of a theory of truth. What is it for a judgement
to be correct, or right, in this third sense? This question is interesting and difficult
in just the way that “What is it for a judgement to be true?” has traditionally been
thought to be. So the game stays much the same, even if Horwich manages to
deflate the traditional ball.

Moreover, there might be a way of playing the game, thus reformulated,
which would in one sense be in keeping with the deflationists’ intuitions about
truth. Deflationists say that truth is not a substantial property—that truth has no
essence waiting to be discovered, as Horwich puts it. Rather, they say, the correct
approach is to explain the truth predicate’s role and function in language—a task
they seek to discharge in terms of DS. I want to point out that one might say the
same thing about the third norm of assertibility. Here, too, there might be no
hidden essence, but simply an explanatory task to be discharged—that of explain-
ing what role the third norm plays in the lives of language users such as ourselves,
and hence offering a plausible account of its genealogy. In what follows, I'll
describe an approach to this task under the assumption that the third norm is truth,
but this isn’t essential. The real interest lies in the role of the norm, not in its label.
(The following account is one I have argued for at length in Price 1988.)

6. How the MOA Became Extinct

Let’s return to the MOA, or merely-opinionated assertion. Recall that Mo’ans
use linguistic utterances to express their beliefs (as well as other psychological
states, such as preferences and desires). Where they differ from us is in the fact
that they do not take a disagreement between two speakers in this belief-expressing
linguistic dimension to indicate that one or other speaker must be at fault. They
recognise the possibility of fault consisting in failure to observe one of the two
norms of subjective or objective assertibility, but lack the idea of the third norm,
that of truth itself. This shows up in the fact that by default, disagreements tend to
be of a no-fault kind (in the way that expression of different preferences often are
for us).

Think of the Mo’ans as speakers of a proto-language. How are we to under-
stand what happens when these speakers hit upon the third norm of assertibility—
the notion of truth—and the MOA becomes extinct? I think it is important to
realise that there are two quite different possibilities. One possibility is that Mo’ ans
gradually come to realise that there is an important pre-existing property that the
psychological attitudes they use MOAs to express may have or lack: perhaps the
property of corresponding to how things are in the world, or—as we would put
it—of being true. Perhaps this property is in some sense essentially normative. If
not, then it might at least be such that the sensible Mo’ans come to recognise its
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importance, and treat it as a norm—in other words, they come to adopt the con-
vention that an expression of a belief is at fault, in so far as the belief fails to
possess this property. Call this the substantial account of how the MOA becomes
extinct.

The second alternative is quite different. Suppose there is no substantial,
objective, property of this kind, which the Mo’ans’ belief-like behavioural dis-
positions either have or lack. Nevertheless, it might turn out to be very much to
the Mo’ans’ advantage to behave as if there were such a property. As it turns out,
it isn’t difficult to adopt this pretence. The practice Mo’ans need to adopt is
exactly the same as that required by the previous alternative. They simply need to
ensure that when they believe that p, they be prepared not only to assert (in the old
MOA sense) that p, but also to ascribe fault to anyone who asserts not-p, inde-
pendently of any grounds for thinking that that person fails one of the first two
norms of assertibility. In other words, the usage rule for this imaginary norm is
exactly what the corresponding rule would be according to the first story—which
is hardly surprising, for it is effectively the disquotational schema, transformed
into the rule that one should be prepared to assert that p is correct, if and only if
one is prepared to assert that p.

Why might the invention of such a norm be useful? Perhaps for the reason
that it makes what would otherwise be no-fault disagreements into unstable
social situations, whose instability is only resolved by argument and conse-
quent agreement—and it provides an immediate incentive for argument, in that
it holds out to the successful arguer the reward consisting in her community’s
positive evaluation of her dialectical position. If reasoned argument is gener-
ally beneficial—beneficial in a long-run sense—then a community of Mo’ans
who adopt this practice will tend to prosper, compared to a community who do
not.

There are a number of possible objections to this proposal, and I want to
mention some of these, and provide some brief responses. (I consider such ob-
jections at greater length in Price 1988, ch. 7.)

The theoretical knowledge objection

First, it might be argued that even if there were this benefit available, it is
implausible the Mo’ans would ever have realised it, or indeed been able to do
anything about it if a rare individual did realise it, given that at that stage they
lacked the means to engage in significant argument. This point is well-taken, and
implies that if the story is to have any plausibility, it must explain how the third
norm could arise in a linguistic community, without explicit planning or even
awareness of its potential benefits. However, this doesn’t seem to be an insur-
mountable obstacle. Even for the Mo’ans, not all disagreements involving ex-
pressions of (what we would call) belief are peaceful, no-fault affairs. In our own
case, disagreements involving expressions of preferences often acquire an eval-
uative dimension, especially when the context requires agreement—for example,
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when two or more people need to coordinate their choices. (“Shall we put the
fence between us here, or there?”) In the same way, practical constraints would
often, as it were, impose dialectical imperatives on the Mo’ans, without the help
of the third norm. All our story requires is that these constraints should be grad-
ually internalised in language, so that eventually any disagreement comes to be
seen in fault-enhanced terms. The payoff, of course, lies in the fact that the ben-
efits of reasoned agreement do not lie simply in cases in which the immediate
context makes agreement imperative.

The truth-as-success objection

Second, it might be suggested that my story actually depends on a version of
the first story. Surely the reason that argument is beneficial is that some beliefs
are more successful than others, in behavioural terms—and doesn’t this notion of
successfulness provide the key to the substantial property of belief required by
the earlier story of how the MOA becomes extinct?

Two quick responses to this: First, it is notoriously difficult to analyse truth
in terms of success in any plausible way. One problem is that the behavioural
consequences of mental attitudes are a notoriously holistic affair, so that it is
difficult to isolate the contribution to success or failure of a single belief. A re-
lated problem is that it is easy to find circumstances in which true beliefs are
unhelpful, and false beliefs helpful. And these problems arise even for simple
categorical beliefs about a speaker’s immediate surroundings. How are we to
analyse success for, say, modal beliefs, or beliefs about the past? Second, unlike
my story, this one does seem to require that the Mo’ ans be aware of this property
of beliefs, and this itself is problematic. If contemporary philosophers have a
great deal of difficulty in spelling out what the successfulness of a belief consists
in, is it really plausible that our linguistic ancestors had an intuitive feel for it?

The hindsight objection

A third argument against my proposal—or rather, in favour of the earlier
account of how the MOA becomes extinct—might appeal to what we take our-
selves to know about beliefs. Surely we know that beliefs are correct or incorrect
in some world-determined sense, even if our Mo’ an ancestors didn’t know it. If it
is essentially the same mental states in both cases, then we know that the mate-
rials are in place for the first kind of extinction: the Mo’ans simply need to hit on
the idea of a property which we know is there for the finding. (Compare: We
know that Aotearoa [New Zealand] exists, and therefore that the Maoris could
discover it, and didn’t need to invent it.)

But in fact, of course, we don’t know that truth is a substantial property of
belief, in the relevant sense. Indeed, this is precisely the issue at hand. The story
of the MOA and the Mo’ans is supposed to illustrate how our ancestors might
have come to the view we now find so natural. The grip of the myth should not
blind us to the possibility of such an explanation of its genealogy.

This content downloaded from 132.174.255.116 on Wed, 10 Jun 2020 17:21:43 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Three Norms of Assertibility / 253
The irenic suggestion

Isn’t there a plausible middle road? Perhaps truth equates with success in the
case of simple categorical beliefs about a speaker’s immediate environment—the
kind of beliefs we would expect to be most familiar and salient to early speakers.
In these cases, then, truth is a substantial property of belief, and hence, deriva-
tively, of expressions of belief. In these cases, there is a substantial third norm of
assertion. For the reasons sketched above, it then turns out to be beneficial to treat
all expressions of belief in the same way—that is, to adopt the convention that all
assertions are subject to such a norm, in addition to the first and second norms of
subjective and objective assertibility.

I am not strongly opposed to this suggestion, provided we clarify a possible
confusion. Even in cases in which there is a well-defined single-case notion of the
behavioural “successfulness”, or utility, of belief, such a notion is not intrinsi-
cally normative. It only becomes normative in the minds of creatures who care
about behavioural success. Moreover, until a third-degree norm is already in place
in assertoric practice, speakers are unable to engage in fault-laden disagreements
about the successfulness of particular beliefs. Without the third norm, disagree-
ment about this is as frictionless as disagreement about anything else. Without
truth, the dialectical cogs simply fail to engage.

This means that at best, the notion of success enters the picture as an impor-
tant ingredient in the process whereby disagreement come to be seen in normative
terms. One route might be altruistic, for example: We disagree about whether a
particular fruit is poisonous. The disagreement matters to me, because I believe
that your belief that the fruit is not poisonous will be spectacularly unsuccessful,
and that troubles me. As a Mo’an, I can’t say that you are wrong, that your belief
is false. But my predicament, repeated countless times in our community, seems
to be the kind of thing which would encourage the development of such norms.

The upshot is that a notion of (single-case) success may well play an impor-
tant role in an account of this kind. It is a very indirect role, however, and we
should certainly be cautious of declaring that to be true is to be successful, even
for simple beliefs of this kind. It is better to say that success plays a role in the
genealogy of an insubstantial notion of truth, than to say that in certain cases,
truth reduces to the substantial property of successfulness.

7. Conclusion

In my view, then, the deflationary theory is right about the fact that truth is
not a substantial property, but wrong that the key to our use of truth lies in the
disquotational schema. As Wright has claimed, though in a different way, nor-
mativity does turn out to a central feature of our notions of truth and falsity, and
a feature not explained by the disquotational view. What is needed is an alterna-
tive account of the genealogy of truth, an account in which normativity takes
centre stage. In my view the only plausible candidate is a view which explains
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truth in terms of the difference that the third norm of assertibility makes to
disagreement—especially, the fact that it encourages reasoned argument—and in
terms of the advantages of this difference to our linguistic ancestors.!

Notes

1. T am grateful to Daniel Stoljar, Jakob Hohwy and Linus Brostrom for many helpful
comments on previous versions of this paper.

References

Horwich, P., 1990: Truth, Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

1993: “In the Truth-domain”, The Times Literary Supplement, July 16, 1993, 28.

1996: “Realism Minus Truth”, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research,LVI, 877-881.
Price, H., 1988: Facts and the Function of Truth, Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Wright, C., 1992: Truth and Objectivity, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

This content downloaded from 132.174.255.116 on Wed, 10 Jun 2020 17:21:43 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



	Contents
	p. [241]
	p. 242
	p. 243
	p. 244
	p. 245
	p. 246
	p. 247
	p. 248
	p. 249
	p. 250
	p. 251
	p. 252
	p. 253
	p. 254

	Issue Table of Contents
	Philosophical Perspectives, Vol. 12 (1998) pp. i-viii+1-509
	Front Matter [pp. i-viii]
	Computer Proof, Apriori Knowledge, and Other Minds: The Sixth
Philosophical Perspectives Lecture [pp. 1-37]
	Intensionality and Intentionality
	The Subject Verb Object Class I [pp. 39-76]
	The Subject Verb Object Class II [pp. 77-104]
	Why Holism is Harmless and Necessary [pp. 105-126]
	Action, Norms, and Practical Reasoning [pp. 127-139]
	Semantics for Opaque Contexts [pp. 141-166]
	Proportionality and Mental Causation: A Fit? [pp. 167-176]

	Language, Ontology, and Truth
	Identity and General Similarity [pp. 177-199]
	Reference and Description Revisited [pp. 201-218]
	Some Reflections on the Sport of Language [pp. 219-240]
	Three Norms of Assertibility, or How the Moa became
Extinct [pp. 241-254]
	Commitment [pp. 255-281]

	Rule-Following
	Rules and Powers [pp. 283-312]
	Facts, Truth Conditions, and the Skeptical Solution to the
Rule-Following Paradox [pp. 313-348]

	The Nature of the Mental
	Numbers, Minds, and Bodies: A Fresh Look at Mind-Body
Dualism [pp. 349-371]
	Mind the Gap [pp. 373-388]
	The Broadness of the Mental: Some Logical
Considerations [pp. 389-410]

	Consciousness and Qualia: A Symposium
	The Division of Phenomenal Labor: A Problem for
Representational Theories of Consciousness [pp. 411-434]
	A Narrow Representationalist Account of Qualitative
Experience [pp. 435-457]
	Inverted Earth, Swampman, and
Representationism [pp. 459-477]
	In Defense of the Representational Theory of Qualia (Replies
to Neander, Rey, and Tye) [pp. 479-487]

	Naturalism and Actualism: An Exchange
	Naturalism, Actualism, and Ontology [pp. 489-498]
	Putting Metaphysics First: A Response to James
Tomberlin [pp. 499-502]
	Actualism, Quantification, and Contextual
Semantics [pp. 503-509]

	Back Matter



