
Propositions, Truth and Paradox  
PHIL 428/628, Week 5: Feb. 16 2016 

 
BURGE ON SEMANTICAL PARADOX 
 
1. Reasoning about Liar Sentences 
 

Burge’s main motivation, and his main criticism of truth-value gap approach such as 
Kripke’s, is that they cannot make sense of the way in which we reason about Liar 
sentences such as (1).  
 

(1) (1) is not true. 
 

He thinks that this reasoning proceeds as follows.  
 

• We start with (a) an occurrence of a Liar-like sentence such as (1).  
• We then reason that this sentence is ‘pathological’, and express this conclusion 

with (b) an occurrence of just the same sentence [or some minor variant].  
• Finally, we note that this seems to mean that (c) our original sentence was true 

after all.  
 

Kripke’s theory cannot make sense of this reasoning in the following sense:  
 

• On Kripke’s theory we cannot express the sense in which (1) is not true in the 
object language. (So nothing like our conclusion (b) is vindicated.) 

• Further, there is no sense in which (1) is true on Kripke’s approach. (So nothing 
like the conclusion of step (c) is vindicated.) 

 

Burge on the other hand wants to make sense of this reasoning all as legitimately taking 
place within a single object language, with a single truth predicate. 
 
An initial concern about Burge’s approach:  
 

• We are of course also inclined to continue (d) ‘but of course that’s impossible!’, 
• or (d') ‘which of course in turn means that (1) is not true—and so on!’. 

 

Burge does not hope to vindicate this reasoning. But what is so special about the 
reasoning that he does want to vindicate? I suppose Burge might respond: well, better to 
save as much of our reasoning as possible!  
 

But isn’t the problem that the fact that we are willing to continue with (d) is evidence that 
we do not see ourselves as reasoning in the way that Burge will ultimately propose—
which would in turn seem to be evidence that we are not reasoning in the way Burge will 
ultimately propose?  
 
2. Burge’s Proposal 
 

The basic idea is that ‘true’ is an indexical, attaching to different levels of an ultimately 
relatively Tarskian hierarchy in different contexts.  
 

• For example, if I say ‘‘Snow is white’ is true’, then my use of ‘true’ will attach to 
the first level of the hierarchy.  

• On the other hand, if I add ‘And what I just said is true!’ then this second use of 
‘true’ attaches to the second level of the hierarchy. Etc. 
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More precisely, on this approach ‘true’ cannot be thought of as applying to sentences 
simpliciter—rather it must be thought of as applying to sentences in contexts (sentence-
context pairs?), or tokens.  
 

Thus, in my original utterance of ‘‘Snow is white’ is true’, ‘true’ works like Tarski’s 
‘true0’, and it will apply to any true sentences that do not themselves contain ‘true’ 
(ignoring any context-sensitivity apart from ‘true’).  
 

Then in my second utterance—‘And what I just said is true!’—‘true’ works like Tarski’s 
‘true1’. It will apply to sentence-context pairs in which ‘true’ works like ‘true0’. 
 

And so on! 
 
This is not of course yet a complete proposal—we want to know how in general to 
determine the level of an utterance in context. But, first, how does Burge think it handles 
the reasoning he wants to vindicate?  
 

• Well, suppose I utter ‘This sentence is true’.  
• On Burge’s proposal, ‘true’ will have to be understood as working like ‘truei’ for 

some i—as one might loosely put it, ‘true’ will have to mean ‘level i truth’ for 
some i.  

• But no utterance in which ‘true’ means ‘level i truth’ can itself be true in this 
sense.  

• So my utterance is not true (i.e., not true in any sense). 
• But this means that in a sense it is true—that is, it is level k true for k > i.  

 

That makes sense of stages (b) and (c) of the reasoning. Burge also has a complicated 
pragmatic story about stage (a): 
 

• The idea seems to be that my utterance pushes us to consider whether it itself is 
level i true; 

• and normally when we are asked to consider such a question we use the level i 
truth schema; 

• if this held for my utterance we would get a contradiction; 
• the utterance is thus pathological in this sense.  

 

Of course, if we really spoke a ‘Burgean language’, and were fully aware of this fact—
and were fully aware of which truth schemas were OK—then we would not regard my 
utterance as pathological in anything like the sense that we actually do.  
 

So Burge’s account of the reasoning must assume that we are not fully aware of one of 
these things? 
 
3. Filling Out the Proposal 
 

We want to know which levels utterances attach to. What does Burge tell us?  
 

Principle of Verity. ‘… subscripts in ‘true’ are assigned ceteris paribus so as maximize 
the interpreter’s ability to give a sentence truth conditions by way of a truth schema’ 
(193).  
 

Justice. ‘One should not give one statement truth conditions instead of another without 
some reason’ (194).  
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So how do these work? Well, presumably in a normal case when I say something like 
‘Everything Descartes said about geometry is true’ my use of ‘true’ attaches to the 
minimal level that it needs to so as to be above all of Descartes utterances about 
geometry.  
 

In a case in which I say ‘This sentence is not true’ it is impossible to give my sentence 
truth conditions ‘by way of a truth schema’. That is, however we interpret ‘true’ in my 
utterance, the utterance cannot be assigned truth conditions via the truth schema for that 
level of truth—since that level of truth does not apply to utterances that contain it. (So 
perhaps ‘true’ here means ‘level 0 true’?)  
 

What about Watergate-style cases? E.g., Dean says ‘All Nixon’s utterances about 
Watergate are untrue’, and Nixon says ‘All Dean’s utterances about Watergate are 
untrue’.  
 

Burge says since each intends to include the others’ utterance within the scope of theirs, 
Justice demands that they are interpreted as talking about the same level.  
 

But won’t this give the wrong result in some cases? E.g., suppose Peter says ‘Something 
Paul will say today is true’, and Paul says ‘Something Peter says today is true’, and also 
‘0 = 0’; and neither says anything else today.  
 

Burge’s way of wielding Justice would require each utterance getting level i truth for the 
same i. But then Paul’s utterance about Peter will not be true. —Wouldn’t it be better to 
say that in this case Peter is talking about level 0 truth, while Paul is talking about level 1 
truth?  
 

But then how are levels determined more generally? 
 

It seems that we want something like Kripke’s theory, on which sentences ‘find their own 
level’.  
 
4. Limitations 
 

4.1. General claims 
 

The most obvious limitation is that we cannot talk about ‘truth at any level’. 
 

Thus, we can say things like ‘Every sentence is true or not’, ‘No sentence is both true and 
false’—but any given utterance along these lines will express a claim only about some 
definite level of truth.  
 

(In fact: what happens if I utter ‘No sentence is both true and false’? Which level does 
my use of ‘true’ (and ‘false’) attach to?) 
 
Another way to think about this: on this approach truth for sentences is relative to a 
context. That means that if one wants to talk about truth for sentences one needs a 2-place 
predicate ‘is true in’—but it does not seem that anything like Burge’s approach can 
supply this.  
 
Burge mentions schemas: but again these seem to mitigate the problem only to a certain 
extent.  
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4.2. Propositions 
 

How should we think of propositions on this view?  
 

• As level bound? So we don’t know what we are saying a lot of time? 
• Or as level free? So the appropriate notion of truth is 2-place and unavailable on 

Burge’s general approach? 


