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Introduction 

 

 

The title of my thesis is ‘Truth and Objectivity: A Study with Reference to Davidson 

and Rorty'. As the title indicates my thesis is about the two fundamental notions in 

philosophy of language, such as Truth and Objectivity. Though my primary field of 

enquiry is philosophy of language other areas of philosophy are also dealt with during 

the study. 

 

This work focuses on the question about truth and objectivity: How are truth and 

objectivity possible? This is one of the age old questions in philosophy. I am 

narrowing it down to two of the most influential thinkers of the post-Quineian 

analytic philosophy- Richard Rorty and Donald Davidson. These two thinkers were 

constantly engaging with each other regarding the problems of truth as well as of 

objectivity. They were holding diametrically opposite views. 

 

After Quine and Later Wittgenstein, the techniques of doing philosophy of language 

started to deviate drastically. The structural and ontological understanding of language 

itself is being revised during this time. The ontological status of meaning is discarded 

the arrival of naturalism. As a part of this whole revision in philosophy of language, 

the notions of truth and objectivity were also being challenged. Richard Rorty was 

one among those who challenged objectivity and tried to replace it with something 

else. Rorty's challenge was so intense since he questioned the very idea of language-

world relationship by rejecting the idea of representation. Donald Davidson was also 
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against the atomistic representational picture of language. However, he brings back 

the language-world relation and thus objectivity.  

 

Truth and objectivity are two fundamental issues in philosophy in general and in 

philosophy of language in particular. What is the relation between these two notions? 

The word ‘objectivity’ has been differently explained by different philosophers. The 

‘objectivity’ I am dealing with in my thesis is the product of language-world 

relationship. Since truth has the fundamental occupation as the monitor of the 

language-world relationship, objectivity and truth go together in the same logical 

space. 

 

There are five chapters in my thesis. The first chapter focuses on the background of 

the questions related to truth and objectivity. The second chapter deals with the 

philosophical reflections of Donald Davidson with regard to truth and objectivity. The 

third deals with Richard Rorty’s views on them. In the fourth chapter I look through 

some of the prominent responses to these thinkers by their contemporaries. The fifth 

is the final chapter and in it I give my defence of the notions of truth and objectivity. 

 

The first chapter engages with the historical and theoretical treatments of two issues: 

the relationship between language and world and our accessibility to it. This chapter 

has two parts. The first part deals with the relation between language and world and 

the second part deals with the relation between truth and language.  

 

Philosophers have always tried to establish a theory that explains the relation between 

language and world. Plato did it by the theory of predication. For him a sentence is 
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true if the predicate is present in the subject. Rene Descartes differentiated the mental 

and physical as mutually exclusive categories. This dualistic theory made the 

language-world relationship notoriously difficult to theorize. 

 

In the beginning of twentieth century, GottlobFrege and Bertrand Russell tried to 

resolve the problem of language and world by studying the structure of language. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein followed this pattern of analysing language and provided a 

detailed metaphysics in his book TractatusLogicoPhilosophicus. In that book he 

shows how language and world are connected by sharing the same logical structure. 

For him, sentences in a language correspond to facts and words are related to 'objects'. 

 

In Tractatus, Wittgenstein mentions the importance of self in the language-world 

relationship. When it comes to Philosophical Investigations the self becomes the most 

important aspect of the language-world relation. He also focuses on the social 

situatedness of the language. But this social situated character of language makes it 

difficult to theorize and summarize.  

 

In Philosophical Investigations, the content of language is shown as social in 

character. Wittgenstein replaces the atomistic picture of language with a holistic one. 

Though we theorized the structure as holistic and content as social, connecting 

language with world was remained a core issue. 

 

Meanwhile, the other part of the story, the issue of truth was theorized and rejected by 

different philosophers. Notably, Fredrich Nietzsche presented a perspectival view of 

truth. He historicized the notion of truth. Within the three categories of world, 
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language and self, truth can be understood either as a concept related to language and 

world or as a concept related to language and self or as a concept connected to the 

relation among sentences. 

 

The second chapter focuses on Davidson's views on truth and objectivity. This chapter 

has four parts. Davidson was influenced by Tarski and Quine. First part deals with 

these influences. In the second part, I focus on his metaphysical theories. In the third 

part, I focus on some of his epistemological ideas. In the last part, I explain his major 

contributions to philosophy of language. 

 

Davidson rejects the theory of complete indeterminacy by two arguments. First 

argument is that in order to make sense of the indeterminacy of translation, we need a 

Meta concept, namely truth-condition. The second is that if we relativize reference, 

ontology is no longer in trouble.  

 

Rejection of the theory of scheme-content distinction is central to Davidson’s 

philosophy. This theory says that scheme and content are distinct from each other. 

This is entrenched in the very notion of language-world relationship. Davidson attacks 

this distinction between the conceptual scheme and its contents. His rejection of the 

scheme-content distinction is based on the idea that we cannot satisfactorily explain 

how a scheme is connected with content or vice versa without invoking one another. 

 

Davidson holds the view that the belief goes always along with language. He rejects 

anything like a 'language of thought', but accepts that the language and thought go 

together. According to Davidson, in order to have a belief one must be a rational 
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animal. In order to say someone is a rational animal she must be working with a 

holistic framework of belief. For him, beliefs always constitute a system. He rejects 

the correspondence theory of truth and knowledge. Instead of that he introduces a 

form of coherence theory. Another important theory in Davidson’s epistemology is his 

rejection of massive error. The coherent system he suggests is of such a form that as a 

whole it is correct. That is, there may be false sentences in the system; most of the 

sentences in the system are true. 

 

There are three major concepts he uses to explain the nature of language. One is that it 

is learnable. Any human beings, with their limited capabilities, are able to learn and 

use language. The structure of a language is holistic, i.e., it exists as an interconnected 

web. The third idea is that the language is indefinable. Since it is difficult to 

demarcate scheme and content, it is difficult to figure out the nature of language. 

 

Davidson gives a meaning theory using Tarski’s truth theory. For him, we could figure 

out the meaning of a sentence using truth conditions. A relativized version of T-

schema could work as a meaning theory for natural languages. 

 

The third chapter is an overview of Rorty’s philosophical concerns regarding truth and 

objectivity. This chapter has four sections. The first section deals with his idea of 

philosophy. The second deals with his position called anti-essential nominalism. The 

third section deals with his version of pragmatism and the last sectiondeals with his 

ideas about truth and objectivity. 

 

Nominalism is a metaphysical view that there are no universal and abstract entities. 
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What exist are particulars or concrete objects. Rorty subscribes to one kind of 

nominalism. For him it is the non-essential linguistic entities that exist. This position 

is based on his two philosophical theories. One is his rejection of epistemology and 

the other is his theory of contingency. 

 

Rorty believes that epistemic gap between mind and world is the result of the 

epistemology we were undertaking. The best solution for epistemic gap is the 

dismissal of epistemology. He argues for this by rejecting the representationalism. On 

the basis of Quine’s rejection of analyticity, Sellars’s rejection of ‘the Given’ and 

Davidson’s rejection of scheme-content distinction, Rorty arrives at the position that 

the language cannot be seen as a representation of the world. 

 

The other part of Rorty’s nominalism is his theory of contingency. For him, language, 

world and self are contingent. For him, language develops through history. On the 

process of history some vocabularies are used more than the other. Such vocabularies 

become the central concepts in language. 

 

Pragmatism for Rorty is an anti-essentialist position. His pragmatism does not 

entertain ahistoricessencialistic truth. Pragmatists would not believe that objects 

behave as constrains on understanding of truth and that truth reveals itself only to the 

scientists. For Rorty, his pragmatism is not a form of relativism but of 

ethnocentricism. 

 

The ethnocentricism is the view that truth is decided by ethnic justificatory 

mechanisms. According to Rorty, we knowingly or unknowingly think in terms of our 
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ethnic community. Even the scientific explanations are influenced by it. Justification 

happens as a collective acceptability of the concept concerned. Our feeling of being 

connected to a community is the basis of this form of justification. This feeling is the 

feeling of solidarity. 

 

Truth, for Rorty, is a norm like good which could be explained using culture and 

history. Truth is a creation of human beings because language is a creation of human 

beings and truth is a part of language. Justification is the criterion of something being 

true. Objectivity, on the other hand, can be replaced by solidarity. 

 

Chapter Four is an explication of the philosophical underpinnings of the Rorty-

Davidson debate. In this chapter I focus on three philosophers who are included in 

this debate: Hilary Putnam, John McDowell and Robert Brandom. 

 

Hilary Putnam connects truth with rationality. Truth, according to Putnam is what is 

rationally acceptable. Truth should be based on an ideal condition of rational 

acceptability. For him, language and world are constitutive of each other. 

 

John McDowell brings back the Kantian project in epistemology. He inquires about 

the possibility of the tribunal of experience. His concept of objectivity is based on 

how our thoughts are answerable to the world. He agrees to many of Rorty's basic 

ideas but disagrees to his ideas of truth and objectivity. 

 

Robert Brandom tried to rework pragmatism using normativity. He connects his 

pragmatism with semantic practices. Semantics, for him, comes under pragmatism 
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because pragmatism is the study of human acts and semantics is the study of the act of 

asserting sentences. Pragmatism, for him, is limited by rationality and rationality has 

to be explained in terms of normativity. Normativity has to be explained within a 

social system. 

 

In the final chapter, I present my analysis and defence of truth and objectivity. Rorty's 

project fails because it is impossible to theorize language and social practices without 

presupposing truth and objectivity. Davidson's project will work given its 

commitment to truth and objectivity. I argue for truth and objectivity as indispensible 

normative conditions of the function of language. 
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Chapter 1 

Background of the problem of Objectivity and Truth 

 

2.0211   If the world had no substance, then whether a proposition had

  sense would depend on whether another proposition was true.  

  2.0212 In that case we could not sketch any picture of the world (true 

   or false)  

    -L. Wittgenstein, TractatusLogicoPhilosophicus 

 

Introduction  

 

Throughout the history of philosophy, people tried to fix or loosen the notion of truth 

in both ethics and in epistemology. Till twentieth century metaphysics and logic were 

the major methodological tools for doing this. In the twentieth century philosophy of 

language began to play the leading role, keeping metaphysics aside. 

 

Language will not provide its all easiness when we make historical studies. We, then, 

look into a society's cultural, political and epistemic presuppositions in order to figure 

out the meaning of a word. The words 'truth' and 'objectivity' were also conglomerated 

with many conceptual alternatives because these were understood from different 

standpoints by the realists and the anti-relists.  

 

 

I. The Question of Objectivity 
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Objectivity is the notion that the thought and language of a subject does not alter the 

nature of the world. In terms of the objectivity, truth should be understood as the 

relation between the language and the world outside. There are two major questions 

involved in the Objectivity issue. First one is regarding the relation between language 

and the world. Whether there is a relation at all between them? If yes, what could be 

its nature and if not, why not? 

 

The second question concerns the accessibility of objectivity. My study presupposes 

the idea that language is the major medium to access the reality and the truth is the 

operational concept to demarcate real from what is not real. Now the question is what 

is truth? How a sentence gets a truth value? 

 

These two questions are apparently connected to each other. There is a set of concepts 

that are logically associated with these two questions.  

 

II. The Language and the World 

 

It is after GottlobFrege that the philosophical world turned the nature and scope of 

language analysis. This idea itself is suggested as a technique to overcome the 

apparent epistemological and metaphysical issues. The central concern behind this is 

that language is the one and only medium through which we can access the world.  

 

The medium in the middle, the receiver and the object that is received constitute the 

picture that is supposed as the preliminary step to understand this project. 
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Interestingly, language appeared to be a clearer notion than the other two. Language 

seems to dominate all our thinking about the world and even our self. That is why 

analytic philosophy took language as its subject-matter for analysis.  

 

There are two definite contents of our notion of language. They are the sentences and 

their constituent parts, i.e., words. Philosophy of language discusses the relation 

between these two components.  

 

II. 1. The Dichotomy 

 

Every sentence logically presupposes some metaphysics or other. At least almost all 

of them presuppose an object-property relation. The changes in the metaphysical 

outlooks possibly affect our language use. Sometimes our language adapts the new 

theme and sometimes it shows it as an anomaly or contradiction.  

 

Early Greek thinker Parmenides believed in ontological continuity. He found that 

although the opposite forces moving away from each other, the unity continues to 

sustain in the world. This deep ontological principle is the absolute reality for him. It 

is complete and changeless. He says: “It has a farthest limit, it is complete on every 

side, like the mass of a round sphere, equally poised from the centre in every 

direction; for it cannot be greater or smaller in one place than in another”1 

 

The existence is to be understood in his system as a part of reality. The non-existence, 

on the other hand, is another part of reality. In the dualist opposition in the world non-

                         

1 Burnet,  Early Greek Philosophy, (Adam&Charles Black, London, 1930), p. 176 
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existence serves as the opposite counter part of existence. That means non-existence 

is not unreal for him. The unreal is something that cannot be understood. For him, 

“What is not cannot be named.”2 That which cannot be named is unreal. If something 

is conceivable, it is real and nameable. There cannot be a name that which does not 

denote anything. He uses “being”, “not-being”, “becoming” and “perishing” as 

naming expressions.3 

 

This theory might not be compatible with our current understanding of language. The 

modern notions of truth and falsity of a sentence are very much related to the notions 

of the ‘real’ and ‘unreal’. All of this could be explained as the after effect of 

considering a logical relation between name and real. When we come to Plato this is 

more systematically presented. He was concerned about the object-property relation.  

 

Plato was of the view that only by establishing a correct explanation of the relation 

between property and the object; we can be justified in using our sentences of subject-

predicate form. For him, a true sentence is true because the predicate is present in the 

subject. So predicate and object must be ontologically available in order to make a 

sentence true. There is no option to discard the truth in a true proposition. So 

apparently it follows that the denotation of predicate really exists. This theory 

presupposes what we call 'ontological predication', i.e., the predicated subject is one 

of the participants of the provided predicated form or set. 

 

                         

2 Greaser, “On Language, Thought and Reality in Ancient Greek Philosophy”, Dialectica, Vol. 

31, No 3-4 (1977) 

3 Vlastos, Platonic studies (princeton U P, 1973), p. 238 
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The topic of subject and object had a different schematic structure in the Greek age 

from that of the Cartesian or modern structure. Greek philosophical tradition has its 

roots in what is known as materialistic monism. Their search was after the key 

element of the world. The search then extended to the non-material objects also. The 

entire world is considered as alive in some sense. Everything including human beings 

is understood as a part of it. This picture is at the background of the Greek way of 

philosophising.  

 

The concept of a 'mysterious Nature' of the Greek age was replaced by the concept of 

a 'material World' in the modern age. Rene Descartes differentiated subject and object 

as mutually exclusive categories. The mind is non-material, non-extending and 

thinking category and matter as non-mental, non-thinking and extending category. 

This assumption was followed by the question regarding their connection. If they 

cannot be connected, knowledge is impossible. If any of them is explained to have the 

upper hand in the process, the other can be tragically explained away.  

 

In the beginning of the twentieth century, when Language became the primary 

philosophical concern to some philosophers, both of these problems (that of the 

predication and of the mind-matter dualism) were presumed to be answered.Frege's 

problem was to see how the same referent can have different meanings in different 

contexts. Names and descriptions are for him referring expressions. Any name is 

understood based on its mode of presentation, which is in other words, its sense. 

Bertrand Russell agreed with Frege that the names and descriptions have the status, 

without being referring expressions. For him, the only proper referential tools are 

those of the ostensive expressions like, ‘this’ and ‘that’. Wittgenstein of the 
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TractatusLogico-Philosophicus has advanced this theory with a detailed metaphysics 

including a fact-ontology. He imagined language as a picture of reality in which the 

words corresponds to the objects and the sentences corresponds to facts. 

 

II. 1. A. Words and Objects 

 

The primary mechanism, the early philosophers of language founded to solve the 

problem of language-world dualism is to provide a theory of reference. A theory of 

reference is a justification enough to imagine that the language has a grip on the 

world. In the entry on ‘Reference’ in Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, Timothy 

Williamson defines reference as “Reference is usually conceived as the central 

relation between language or thought and the world. To talk or think about something 

is to refer to it.”4 These referential theories proceeded with the assumption that two 

main categories of language such as words and sentence refer to object and fact 

respectively. John Stuart Mill had a direct reference theory. A direct reference theory 

is a theory that a word would refer to the concerned object directly, without 

mediation. Frege introduced a different theory of reference which is known as the 

descriptive theory, which says that in order to pin point the reference the word should 

be associated with a proper description of the object.  

 

Frege's famous paper, 'On Sense and Reference' starts with a question regarding the 

identity statements. With an intense analysis he concludes that some identity relations 

                         

4 Williamson, 'Entry: Reference', Encyclopedea of Philosophy, Second Edition,Volume 8 (Ed. 

Chief. Donald M. Borchert, Macmillan Reference USA, An imprint of Thomas Gale, a part of thomas 

Corporation, Detriot, New York, 2006), p.288 
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(such as a=b) are synthetic statements which has informative content and their 

difference is due to the difference in their way of presentation that is sense.5 

 

For Frege both name and sentence have reference and sense. “A proper name (word, 

sign, sign combination, expression) expresses its sense, stands for or designates its 

reference. By means of a sign we express its sense and designate its reference.”6 

Further, he writes: 

 

The regular connexion between a sign, its sense, and its reference is of such a kind 

that to the sign there corresponds a definite sense and to that in turn a definite 

reference, while to a given reference (an object) there may have more thanone sign. 

The same sense has different expressions in different languages or even in the same 

language. To be sure, exceptions to this regular behaviour occur.7 

 

According to Russell, there are two ways we can know about something. Things that 

are available to someone directly are knowable through her acquaintance with that. 

Those things that are not directly available to her are known through the descriptions 

associated with it.8 

 

                         

5 Frege, “On Sense and Reference”, in Meaning ,Ed. Mark Richard, (Blackwell Publishers Inc, 

Malden, Massachusetts, 2003),  p. 36 

6 Ibid, p. 40 

7 Ibid, p.38 

8 Russell, “Knowledge by Acquintance& Knowledge by Description”, in The Problems of 

Philosophy (Henry Holt and Company,  New York, Williams and Norgate, London, 1912) 

 



 

 

22 

 

The knowledge by acquaintance is immediate knowledge which is available to us 

through sense-data. Sense-data, for Russell, are the entities we receive from an object. 

We can have different kind of acquaintance to know different kind of things. We can 

have an acquaintance of a thing based on our memory. We introspectively acquire the 

knowledge about our own mental things. We can have acquaintance of universals such 

as Indians, philosophers etc.  

 

The knowledge by description is the knowledge we get through a detailed description 

of something. There are two verities of description, one is definite description which 

is of the form 'the so and so' and the other is indefinite description which is of the 

form 'a so and so'. 

 

Proper names, for Russell, are encapsulated descriptions. But he holds the view that 

there are logical proper names which are not encapsulated descriptions. Logical 

proper names are the ostensive expressions like 'this' and 'that'. As per Russell's 

analysis, it is through these logical proper names that we referentially connect to the 

world.  

 

In TractatusLogico-Philosophicus,9Ludwig Wittgenstein gives a detailed 

metaphysical theory in which language and world share same logical form. For him, a 

sentence can be decomposed into its constituents, the words or names. These names 

refer to 'objects'. These Tractarian objects are simples, which cannot be further 

divided. Similarly the names are also simple symbols. Objects are the building blocks 

                         

9 Wittgenstein, TractatusLogicoPhilosophicus, Tr. D. F Pears & B. F McGuinness, (Routledge, 

Routledge Classics, London, New York, 2001) 
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of the world. These objects are necessary conditions of this world but their 

combination is contingent. Wittgenstein says in the Tractatus: 

 2.02    Objects are simple. 

 2.021    Objects make up the substance of the world. That is why  

  they cannot be composite. 

 2.014    Objects contain the possibility of all situations. 

 2.0141  The possibility of its occurring in states of affairs is the form of an 

object. 

For Wittgenstein we do not give same name to two objects or one name to two 

objects. These names have reference but no sense.  

 

Imagine a possible format of language where words are syntactic signs which are in 

themselves devoid of any semantical properties. In order to make these signs capable 

of referring to an object outside the domain of language, it is needed to provide a set 

of directions so that it could be able to differentiate the object from its neighbourhood. 

Wittgenstein's names are not equivalent with the common usage of 'words'. These are 

signs which are connected to the objects based on the idea that they share same 

logical scheme.  

 

II. 1. B. Sentences and Facts 

 

Sentence is commonly understood as a connected set of words which has a complete 

meaning. Though it has two neighbouring concepts such as propositions and 

utterances my primary focus is on the concept of sentence as such. Some philosophers 

make a distinction between propositions and sentences. Since my primary worry here 
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is the structure of language and the relation between its two elements (words and 

sentences), I prefer to use sentence to propositions.  

 

In his criticisms of Russell, P. F Strawson gives an explanation that the truth value of 

a sentence is required only if the presuppositions of that sentence is suggestive of a 

positive reference. We can see this idea in Frege's 'On Sense and Reference' when he 

says, “... the reference of a sentence may always be sought, whenever the reference of 

its components involved; and that this is the case when and only when we are 

inquiring after the truth value.”10Frege says that we do not want to be concerned about 

the truth value of a sentence which is primarily a work of art. 

 

With regard to the declarative sentences Frege says that their reference is a matter of 

concern for the truth value of a sentence. He says, “We are therefore driven into 

accepting the truth value of a sentence as constituting its reference. By truth value of a 

sentence I understand the circumstance that it is true or false. .... Every declarative 

sentence concerned with the reference of its words is therefore to be regarded as a 

proper name, and its reference, if it has one, is either the True or False.”11 So for 

Frege a sentence has refernce just like names has reference. The reference of a 

sentence is its truth value.  

 

Russell held the view that if the statement has a definite description, that implies that 

it has a reference and thus it has a truth value. The Wittgenstein of TractatusLogico-

                         

10 Frege, “On Sense and Reference”, in Meaning, Ed. Mark Richard, (Blackwell Publishers Inc, 

Malden, Massachusetts, 2003),  p. 42 

11 Ibid. 
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Philosophicus follows Russell in the idea that a sentence must have a truth value. For 

Wittgenstein a sentence refers to fact. A fact is a possible connection of Tractarian 

objects.(“Logic deals with every possibility and all possibilities are its facts.”) These 

facts are independent of each other. 

 2   What is the case—a fact—is the existence of states of  

   affairs.  

 2.01   A state of affairs (a state of things) is a combination of  

   objects (things).  

 2.061    States of affairs are independent of one another.  

2.062    From the existence or non-existence of one state of affairs it is  

impossible to infer the existence or non- existence of another.  

 

Just like the names stands for the Tractarian objects sentences stands for facts. These 

sentences work like a picture of the fact. For Wittgenstein, this picturing is the 

fundamental nature of language. The pictorial form, i.e., the structure of the picture 

shows the possible arrangement of the objects through the elements of the picture. 

That is how language gets connected to the world.  

 2.1   We picture facts to ourselves. 

2.151    Pictorial form is the possibility that things are related to one 

another in the same way as the elements of the picture.  

2.1511   That is how a picture is attached to reality; it reaches right out 

to it.  

 2.1512   It is laid against reality like a measure.  

 

In a nutshell, there are two main conceptions of Language available in the early 



 

 

26 

 

analytical tradition. One is a tool conception in which language is a tool to refer to the 

world. Frege and Russell are holding this position. The other view is that the language 

is a mirror of the world.  

 

II. 2. The Self 

 

The TractatusLogico-Philosophicus could have a Kantian reading in which Tractarian 

'I' is comparable with the transcendental unity of apperception. The Tractarian 'I' can 

be understood as an uniting factor of language in which the form of world is 

represented. But in a formal sense, the relation between language and world happens 

because of the very nature of these two categories. They are interested in the logical 

connections possible between language and world without the aid of any kind of 

psychologic enterprise. The Tractarian ‘I’ has little role to play in the logical relation 

between language and the world. 

 

Plato had a concept of soul and rebirth. In his theory of recollection soul is the agency 

possessing true knowledge. But the concept of soul in Greek period is not identical 

with the modern understanding of that concept. In Aristotle's 'De Anima', he explains 

soul as the principle of animal life. Aristotle's theory of soul could be understood 

better through his theory of substance. Aristotle says, “Of natural bodies some have 

life in them, others not; by life we mean self-nutrition and growth. It follows that 

every natural body which has life in it is a substance in the sense of 

composite.”12With Rene Descartes the self becomes an epistemic agent. David Hume 

                         

12 Aristotle, De Anima, Book II, 15, Tr. Mckeon, Richard, The Basic Works of Aristotle( Random 

House, New York, 1941), p. 555 
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was sceptical about an empirically unavailable self, whereas Immanuel Kant 

considered it as a principle of unifying experiences.  

 

In contrast with Kant's subject, G.W.F Hegel construed the self as a historical element. 

There were two kinds of understandings of self after Kant. One is self in itself which 

has an essential structure and the other is a construction of social and historical 

circumstances. 

 

Edmund Husserl, in his phenomenological method, reinstates an essentialistic concept 

of self. The phenomenology is a method to establish proper scientific mechanism by 

taking recourse to the pre-reflective awareness of the given world. For Husserl this 

experience of the given is possible because of the self.  

 

II. 2. A. Aboutness: Reference as a human activity 

 

Wittgenstein of the TractatusLogico-Philosophicus held a view that the limits of 

language are the limits of the world and the language is limited by the self. What if 

this self has a social dimension? Then language becomes a social enterprise. 

Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations reflects upon the social dimension of 

language and self.  

 

While explaining language use as a social enterprise, Wittgenstein introduces the idea 

of 'form of life'. The idea of 'form of life' has to be understood in contrast with the 

social agreement notion of truth. There is a theory that truth is nothing but social 

agreement. That is the society will come to an agreement that some concepts and 
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norms are valid. A sentence gets its truth value based on how the society decided 

about its validity. Social agreement theorists oppose the idea that truth lies in the 

correspondence between language and world. The idea of 'form of life' is also an idea 

which does not accept the correspondence theory of truth. But it is not satisfied with 

the idea that social agreement is the foundation of truth. 'Form of life' is a concept that 

the use of language is a part of our very life itself. The concept of life is associated 

only with the concept of language use. Using language is an act of living itself. As 

Wittgenstein says: 

241. "So you are saying that human agreement decides what is true and what 

is false?"—It is what human beings say that is true and false; and they agree in 

the language they use. That is not agreement in opinions but in form of life.13 

 

II. 3. Nature of Language 

 

One worry which could persist in the social situatedness of language is regarding the 

exact ontological status of language. Language is ontologically allied with subject and 

the world. If language is taken as a separate ontological category, then only there 

could be a relation between self and the world through language. 

 

As a part of accepting the dynamism of language, there are two major ideas 

developed. One is that of accepting the social nature of language. Instead of 

translating the form of language to formal systems, it can be seen as a social 

enterprise. The contingencies involved in a socially situated language cannot be 

                         

13 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Tr. G. E. M Anscombe, (Basil Blackwell Ltd, 

Oxford, 1958), p. 88 
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ruledout. 

 

The other idea is that of the relations among the sentences in a language. A sentence is 

said to be connected to other sentences. Such a theory is popularly called as 'Holism'.  

 

II. 3. A. Language as a Social Enterprise 

 

When human beings are taken to be understood as social creatures, the language they 

use may also be social. In fact, its reverse, just because the language they use is social, 

humans are social, also may be correct. If that is the case, being social and being 

linguistic go together. 

 

There is a theoretical formulation by Wittgenstein of the idea that language cannot be 

non-social. He explains that a person cannot have a language of his own, which 

cannot be understood by others. 

 

262. It might be said: if you have given yourself a private definition of a word, 

then you must inwardly undertake to use the word in such- and-such a way.  

And how do you undertake that? Is it to be assumed that you invent the 

technique of using the word; or that you found it ready-made?14 

A private language is of the form that the words in that language must be private. 

Only a single person can be able to use it. It is a situation in which a collection of 

letters is taken to be a word by a person and that word has a meaning which he only 

knows. For Wittgenstein, that explanation is counter-intuitive to our concept of 

                         

14 Ibid, p. 93 
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language. 

 

The private language argument has two dimensions. One is the referential dimension, 

which is concerned with the public availability of objects. If language is not private, 

then the objects it refers also cannot be private. When a sentence is used it tells 

something about some state of affairs. Understanding that sentence means being 

aware of the state of affair it concerns. 

275. Look at the blue of the sky and say to yourself "How blue the sky is!"—

When you do it spontaneously—without philosophical intentions—the idea 

never crosses your mind that this impression of colour belongs only to you. 

And you have no hesitation in exclaiming that to someone else. And if you 

point at anything as you say the words you point at the sky. I am saying: you 

have not the feeling of pointing-into-yourself, which often accompanies 

'naming the sensation' when one is thinking about 'private language'. Nor do 

you think that really you ought not to point to the colour with your hand, but 

with your attention. (Consider what it means "to point to something with the 

attention".)15 

 

276. But don't we at least mean something quite definite when we look at a 

colour and name our colour-impression? It is as if we detached the colour-

impression from the object, like a membrane. (This ought to arouse our 

suspicions.)16 

 

                         

15  Ibid. p. 96 

16  Ibid. 
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The other dimension of the theory is that the language is social. The meaning of a 

word lies in its use. All human beings are potentially capable of using every word. All 

human beings are potentially capable of understanding the meaning of every word. 

The structure of language lies in the expression of it.  

 

II. 3. B. Language as an Interconnected Network 

 

Holism is a theory about how language is connected within itself. Language is a 

system in which syntactic and semantic entities are available. Holism explains how 

the sentences are systematically and semantically part of a network.  

 

The holistic theory proposed by W.V.O Quine is that if the meaning of a sentence is to 

be understood then the other related sentences should be checked. In that sense the 

entire language is an interconnected network. For Quine sentences constitute a 

corporate body which semantically face the tribunal of sense-experience.17 The 

corporate body of experience is something logically attained. The mathematical and 

logical propositions occupy in the central place in the system. The contingent 

sentences stay in the periphery. 

 

In a nutshell, what could be understood regarding language as a system is that 

language is a dynamic system. It is constantly in interaction with the society and the 

                         

17  See Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”,The Philosophical Review 60 (1951): 20-43. 

Reprinted in W.V.O. Quine, From a Logical Point of View (Harvard University Press, 1953; second, 

revised, edition 1961) 
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human knowledge. It is not only a medium or a tool or a mirror which connects to 

'outside world'. It is something mere as components the totality of human behaviour 

vis-a-vis the world. 

 

III. Truth and Language 

 

Protagorous had a theory which is seemingly similar to the modern subjective 

relativist theories. One of the major doctrines which is in the form of a dictum by him 

is, “man is the measure of all things.” Plato interprets this as an individual belief, 

whatever it may be, can be explained to have a truth value. Protagorous is a sophist 

who teaches rhetoric and oratory to students.  Protagorous was very much influenced 

by Heraclitus. If everything is in the state of flux, the truth value of a statement also 

changes. So truth is not a permanent concept. Thus we could explain any statement as 

true or false. 

 

Plato tries to demolish this theory by a peritrope argument (reverse argument). Plato 

says that man is the measure doctrine implies that everyone can have their own truth 

claims. It is possible that same claim can be true for one person and false for another 

one. Since 'man is the measure', you cannot deny the truth value of another person’s 

claim. So the dictum itself spoils the theory of Protagorous, since it allow itself being 

false. 

 

But Plato's peritrope is valid only on the basis of the dictum being a declarative 

sentence with a truth value. If the theory denies the assertion of truth value then there 

is no point in saying that the dictum has the truth value.  
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Aristotle criticises Protagoras differently. His line of argument is based on the 

assumption that Protagoras believes that something can be thought differently by 

different people. Like the same wind can be felt by someone as hot and someone else 

as cool, or something can be beautiful to someone and ugly to someone else. 

Aristotle's way out to this problem is consulting an expert. The many views about the 

same thing, for him, are deviations due to the subjective limitations. A mature healthy 

person’s opinion should be taken as correct about the nature of weather as against the 

opinion of a person of ill-health or immature. Similarly in the case of knowledge we 

should follow a rational man's opinion. 

 

In the post-Kantian German philosophical scenario Friedrich Nietzsche presented a 

view of nihilism. Nihilism is the view that there is no foundation to knowledge and 

ethics. The only foundation world has is by given by us. There is no essential structure 

or objectivity in the world. All the moral and epistemological concepts are a product 

of the defective Western culture. 

 

Human beings respond in two different ways to the nihilistic reality he is encircled 

with. Nietzsche calls those who respond in two ways as intuitive man and rational 

man. Intuitive man engages in artistic pursuits and the rational man in scientific 

endeavours. For Nietzsche both forms of engagements are a cover over the bitter 

reality of world. Both are a result of man's desire to overcome the fondationless 

world. “There are ages in which the rational man and intuitive man stand side by side, 

on one in fear of intuition, the other with scorn for abstraction. The latter is just as 

irrational as the former is inartistic. They both desire to rule over the life: the former, 



 

 

34 

 

by knowing how to meet his principal needs by means of foresight, prudence and 

regularity; the latter, by disregarding these needs and, as an “overjoyed hero,” 

counting as real only that life which has been disguised as illusion and beauty.”18 

 

Both of these men are interested in portraying human intellect. Whenever humans try 

to find out the foundations he fails. He understands the floating foundationless 

concepts. For Nietzsche human intellect can only do this and not beyond this. So in 

his terms, human intellect is “shadowy,” “transient,” “aimless,” and “arbitrary”19 

 

In order to revive itself from this nihilistic existence, the intellect dissimulates itself. 

The intellect stick on to its pride that it can know things. For this, pride leads to 

deception. This “art of dissimulation” becomes the convention and society blindly 

follows it. Though it is difficult from the “continuous fluttering around the solitary 

flame of vanity” to an urge to know the truth, humans has a desire to go beyond this 

illusions. In Nietzsche's terms, it is the “war of each against all” (bellum omni contra 

omnus)20 that necessitates us to desire for truth. As a peace treaty with the society man 

starts to provide meaning to the enterprises he is engaging in as a part of it he creates 

a concept of reality. The tool he uses for that is language. 

 

Nietzsche uses the concept of truth mainly in two senses. One is the truth that the 

world is nihilistic. As per the philosophical system Nietzsche created, it is through the 

                         

18 Nietzsche,  Philosophy and Truth: Selections from Nietzsche's Notebooks of the early 1870's  

(Ed. & Tr.: Daniel Breazeale, Humanities Press, New Jersey, 1993), p. 90 

19 Ibid, p. 79 

20 Ibid, p. 81 
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dissolution of pride of knowledge that we can accept the nihilistic world. Another 

sense of truth is the concept we created as a part of engaging with the illusory world 

and as a part of giving meanings and foundations to the knowledge we collected 

because of the pride of intellect. 

 

It is with the urge for truth that humans try to construct a theory of meaning. The 

sentences are true because the meanings are real. A word in Nietzsche's terms, “is the 

copy in sound of a nerve stimulus.”21 Because of the urge for truth, meaning of each 

word becomes objective or real. Humans formulate concepts from words through their 

place in the constructed fabric of illusion. By doing so the experience which is the 

cause of that word is denied. “Every word instantly becomes a concept precisely 

insofar as it is not supposed to serve as a reminder of the unique and entirely 

individual original experience to which it owes its origin; but rather a word becomes a 

concept insofar as it simultaneously has to fit countless more or less similar cases- 

which means, purely and simply, cases which are never equal and thus altogether 

unequal.”22A concept is formed by discarding the differences between the occurrences 

of similar things. So it is through a two sided process a concept is formed. One is 

discarding the small differences and the other is accepting the big differences between 

that and other things. Humans make these concepts as some kind of objective things, 

as 'occult qualities'. 

 

Nietzsche does not think that in itself words are not intimately connected to objects. 

Reference, for him, is a much diluted concept because there is no necessity involved 

                         

21  Ibid, p.81 

22  Ibid, p.83 
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in the word-object relation. Apart from the fact that our urge for truth tries to provide 

necessity regarding this relation, word in itself is free from object. Words in that sense 

are not literal but metaphorical. Truth itself is a part of a system of metaphors. He 

says: 

What then is truth? A movable host of metaphors, metonymies and 

anthropomorphisms: in short a sum of human relations which have been 

poetically and rhetorically intensified, transferred, and embellished, and which 

after long usage seem to a people to be fixed, canonical, and binding. Truths 

are illusions which we have forgotten are illusions; they are metaphors that 

have become worn out and have been drained of sensuous force, coins which 

have lost their embossing and are now considered as metals and no longer as 

coins.23 

 

There are two different ways human beings construct the language-world relation. 

One is with a scientific temperament seeking objective reality. The other is with an 

artistic bend of mind seeking happiness and concept of beauty. All his constructions 

are the product of boredom he faces in the society and the necessity he wanted to 

achieve in his relations with world. 

 

From the Greek philosopher who considered a necessary word-object relation to the 

post-Kantian historicist tradition and its culmination in Nietzsche’s thoughts, the 

concept of truth gets different modes and functions. The concept of truth is encircled 

by the concepts of subject, language, world society. Truth could be understood in 

terms of the relations among these categories. 

                         

23  Ibid. 
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1. Truth can be seen as a concept that is connected to the relation between 

language and world. If language is able to present the world as it is then 

sentences in the language can be said to be true. If the world is understood 

solely in terms of language, then also we can say that sentences are true to 

world. 

 

2. Truth can be understood as a concept connected to the relation between 

subject and language. If the subject possesses a set of pre-linguistic or non-

linguistic thoughts and it is depicted perfectly in language, this language could 

said to be truthful to the thoughts. 

 

3. Truth can be seen as an acceptable relation between sentences. Among the 

possible relations of the sentences the logically coherent set or sets can 

provide a justification to a sentence. This justification can be further 

understood as a concept of truth. 

 

IV. The question of Objectivity Revisited 

 

As an attempt to understand the possibility of objectivity in terms of truth and its 

relation with the concept of language, many possible suggestions are proposed by 

philosophers. These suggestions have their drawbacks. These drawbacks collectively 

merge into a paradox which these theories failed to explain. If a dualistic metaphysics 

is maintained, it is difficult to connect the two concepts and if we try for a monistic 

metaphysics it is epistemologically difficult to differentiate the concepts. The paradox 
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is that we intuitively believe that there is language but we are not able to provide an 

adequate theory to explain the nature of it. If so, what is our justification to use the 

concept of language? And what could be the status of truth in the light of this 

dilemma. And also what could be the notion of objectivity? 

 

Conclusion 

 

The concept of truth is intimately connected to the concepts of language and world. 

Both Davidson and Rorty maintain many postions that are anticipated by other 

philosophers. Both of them improves upon these ideas and provide interesting new 

ideas. Even they share many positions. But they stay in two different corners of this 

discussion. That, I think, makes a study upon these two philosophers interesting. 
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Chapter 2 

Davidson on Truth and Objectivity 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Truth isn't an object, and so it can't be true; truth is a concept, and is 

intelligibly attributed to things like sentences, utterances, beliefs and 

propositions, entities which have propositional content. It is an error to think 

that if someone seeks to understand the concept of truth, that person is 

necessarily trying to discover important general truths about justice or the 

foundations of physics. The mistake percolates down to the idea that a theory 

of truth must somehow tell us what, in general, is true, or at least how to 

discover truths.24 

 

Davidson'snotionoftruthisoftenregardedasaprimitivetheoryoftruth.ThoughIagreetothis

point,mymajorcontentionhereisnotexactlytheprimitivity.Itisevidentthattheprimitivethe

oryoftruthwillplaythebackgroundscoreforthischapter;Ipreferablyseetruthassituatedinth

ewholetheoreticalframeworkofDavidson. 

 

Davidsondirectlydisagreeswithtwoschoolsintermsoftruth.Oneistherealistschoolandthe

                         

24 Davidson, “Truth Rehabilitated”, in Truth, Language and History,(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 

2005),  p. 4 
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otheristhegroupoftheoriescalledepistemologicaltheories.Hedisagreeswithrealismfortw

oreasons.Oneisbecauseoftheontologicalindeterminacyofthenotionoffacts.Secondly,hed

isagreeswiththeideathattherealandtrueareindependentofourbeliefs.Forhim, 

theremustbesomeconnection between truth and 

beliefifwearetorelatethetruthofutterancestotheiruse.Butthisdoesnotmeanthatthetruthisd

eterminedbybeliefs.Thatishismajordisagreementwiththeepistemictheories.Itisnotthecas

ethatourbeliefisthereasonforsomethingtobetrue.Truth,infact,liesasapartofourlanguageu

se.Andourlanguageuseisfunctioningwithrespecttoourrationality.Sobelief,language,rati

onalityandtruth,allgotogether,handinhandwitheachotherandthatisthefocusofthischapter. 

 

I. Influences 

 

Davidson'philosophicalreflectionswereinfluencedbymanyprominentphilosopherssuch 

asFrege,Ramsey, 

Tarskietc.Theirinfluencesareexplicitlyandimplicitlypresentinhisworks.ButhereIamdeal

ingwithhistheoreticalinfluenceswhichareexplicitlypresentinhisphilosophyand 

areirreducibletooneanotheroranyotherinfluences. 

 

I.1.Tarski'struththeory 

 

AlfredTarskiisapolishphilosopherandmathematician. He tried to give a definition of 

truth within the framework of logical semantics. His theory, therefore, is known as a 

semantic theory of truth. 

 

LetusseeTarski'stheoryoftruth.Tarskidefinestruthintermsofsemanticconcepts.Whathew
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antstoconstructisatheorywhichstatesourintuitivenotionoftruthwhichisasimplesemantict

heoryforhim.Whathewantis “toconstruct-withreferencetoagivenlanguage-

amateriallyadequateandformallycorrectdefinitionoftheterm'truesentence'.”25Whathe

meansbythissentenceisthatweneedtoconstructatheorywhichwilldefinetheconceptofa'tru

esentence'andthelanguageofdefinitionmustfulfilltwoconditions-

thematerialadequacyconditionandformalcorrectness condition. 

 

ThetwoconditionsofTarski'struthdefinitionarepreciselypointingattheinadequacyofcollo

quiallanguagetobethelanguageoftruththeory.Themainproblemofacolloquiallanguageisi

tsuniversality. The universality here is to be understood with juxtaposing the law-

abiding nature of formal languages. Unlike the formal languages, the colloquial 

language is not restricted, people can use it differently. 

Theuniversalcharacterofacolloquiallanguagemakesittoowidetobetheorizedandtheunive

rsalcharacteristherootcauseofsemanticantinomies.Theseconditionsaregiventosolvethep

roblemofuniversality. 

 

  

 

Formalcorrectnesscondition 

 

Thedefinitionoftruthmustnotbeinanaturallanguage.Itmustbestatedinaformallanguage.A

semantictheorystatedinaformallanguagehastheformof 

                         

25 Tarski,  

“TheConceptofTruthinFormalizedLanguages”,inLogic,Semantics,MathematicstrbyJ.HWoodger(Claren

donPress,Oxford,1956), p.152 
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'p'istrueifandonlyifp 

(Where'p'referstothesentenceandpreferstothecorrespondingfact.

) 

 

The definition must be in formal language because it does not have the problem of 

universality. About Formal language Tarski says, “most of these languages possess no 

terms belonging to the theory of language, i.e, no expression which denote signs and 

expression of the same or another language or which describe the structural 

connexions between them” [p. 167, logic, semantics, mathematics] So the expressions 

of one language has to be explained in a second language. Tarski calls this second 

language the metalanguage. Tarski says, “The first of these languages is the language 

which is "talked about" and which is the subject-matter of the whole discussion; the 

definition of truth which we are seeking applies to the sentences of this language. The 

second is the language in which we “talk about” the first language, and in terms of 

which we wish, in particular, to construct the definition of truth for the first language. 

We shall refer to the first language as “the object-language,” and to the second as “the 

meta-language.”” 26 

 

 Materialadequacycondition 

 

Materealadequecy condition works on the basis of our intuitive idea of truth. Take any 

arbitrary sentence and check its truth value. Consider the sentence “snow is white.” 

                         

26 Tarski, “The Semantic Conception of Truth: and the Foundations of Semantics”, Philosophy 

and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 4, No. 3 (Mar., 1944), pp. 349, 350 
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This sentence is true if snow is white and false if snow is not white. In other words: 

 “Snow is white” is true if, and only if, snow is white 

The snow is white on the right side is the sentence itself and “snow is white” on the 

left side is the name of the sentence. Based on the fundamental conventions of the 

language subject must be a noun or an expression functioning as noun. The “snow is 

white” is the name of the sentence snow is white. The right side can be expressed in 

the form 'X is true' where X is the name of the sentence snow is white. Let us replace 

the sentence snow is white with the letter 'p'. Now see the logical relation between the 

metalanguage sentence 'X is true' and the object language sentence 'p'. It will be: 

 X is true if, and only if, p 

This equivalence formula is called as the Convention T. Since the object language is 

contained in the meta language, we can make any sentence in the object language to 

be of the form 'p', and thus we could make Convention T for all the sentences in 

object language. The definition of truth is possible by the collection of the all 

Convention T formulations. In Tarski's words, “...we will consider the usage and the 

definition of the term "true" as adequate from the material point of view: we wish to 

use the term "true" in such a way that all equivalences of the form (T) can be asserted, 

and we shall call a definition of truth "adequate" if all these equivalences follow from 

it.” 27 

 

I.2.Quine's Theory of the inscrutabilityofreference 

 

W.V.OQuineisoneofthemostinfluentialanalyticalphilosophersoftwentiethcentury.Heco

ntributedmanynewideastodifferentfieldsofphilosophyand the 

                         

27  Ibid. p. 344 
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mostnotableamongthemarehisattackonthe two 

dogmasofempiricism,ontologicalrelativityandnaturalizedepistemology.Davidsonshares

manytheorieswithhimsuchasholismandinscrutabilityofreference. 

 

Holismisthetheorythatlanguageistobeunderstoodasawholeandnotasparts.Thatmeanstou

nderstandthemeaningofasentencewehavetorelyontheentirelanguage.Eventhoughtheysh

arethisideathereareslightdeviationsintheirformulations. The Holistic method of 

understanding the meaning of a sentence entered into the philosophical scenario as 

juxtaposed with the atomistic view of meaning. In meaning atomism, the meaning of 

a sentence is understood precisely based on that sentence itself. Holism, on the other 

hand, takes into account the allied sentences. Quine's holism is a version of meaning 

holism. Quine explains holism as a part of verifying the meaning of a sentence based 

on a theory. For Quine a sentence in a theory does not face the observation sentences 

alone but as together. This is called as the confirmation holism. Davidson approaches 

meaning holism from the point of view of interpretation. For him, a theory of meaning 

constitutes the methodologically correct interpretations of the sentences of a given 

language. In that set, the meaning of a single sentence has to be understood based on 

the entire sentences of the language.  

 

Quine'sinscrutabilityofreferenceisanattackonthe'museum'viewofmeaning.The'museum

myth',accordingtoQuine,isamisconceptionregardingthenatureoflanguage.Themythistha

twordsworklikelabelsfortheentitiescalledmeanings.Evenifwechangethelabelstheentitie

scontinuetoexist.InQuine'swords, 

“Uncriticalsemanticsisthemythofamuseuminwhichtheexhibitsaremeaningsandtheword
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sarelabels.”28 

 

Hisattackonthismythisbasedonhisbehavioristviewoflanguage.Thebehavioristtheoryof

meaningconsidersmeaningasaformofbehavior.Theonlyevidenceavailableinordertounde

rstandthemeaningofasentenceisthebehaviorofthespeaker.Inthecomplexandobscureproc

essoflanguagelearningouronlydataisthebehaviorbutwecommonlythinkthatthereisament

alentity. Quine says, “Language is a social art which we all acquire on the evidence 

solely on other people's overt behaviour under publicly recognizable 

circumstances”.29 

 

Thecomplexityandobscurityoflanguageacquisitionisthereasonforconsideringeventheco

mmonlyheldbehavioralpatternsasindeterminate.Theindeterminacyisthatastimuluscanh

aveequallycompetingdifferentinterpretations as part of 

differentlinguisticresponses.Heexplainsthiswiththescenarioofaradicaltranslation. 

 

Afieldlinguistvisitsaremoteplacewherethelanguageofthatplaceisunknowntohim.Heand

anativespeakerareconfrontedwitharabbitwhenitscurriesby.Thenativespeakersuddenlysa

id,pointingtoit: 

“gavagai”.Thelinguistnoteddown'gavagai'asatentativetranslationofrabbit.Thelinguistw

asunclearwhether 

'gavagai'meansrabbitorrabbitpartsorrabbithoodorthescurryingofrabbit.Alltheseareequal

lycompetentmeaningsforthatstimulus. 

                         

28 Quine, “The Ontological Relativity”, in The Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 65, No. 7 (Apr. 4, 

1968),  p. 186 

29 Ibid. pp. 186-187 
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The theory of inscrutability of reference and meaning is based on 

theconceptualrelativismorontologicalrelativism.Eachofthemeaningweascribetotheobje

ctsimplyshowstheideathatourconceptoftheobjectiscontrolledbythetheoryweuse.Inother

wordstheontologyweascribetotheobjectisrelativetothelanguageweuse. In his book 

'Ontological Relativity' Quine states, “For naturalism the question whether two 

expressions are alike or unlike in meaning has no determinate answer, known or 

unknown, except insofar as the answer is settled in principle by people’s speech 

dispositions, known or unknown.”30Semantic indeterminism is the background of his 

theory of ontological relativity. Since there are no determinate meanings to 

expressions our possible mechanism to understand that expression is by relativizing it 

to a theory. Similarly if we relativize it to another theory, we will get a different 

meaning to that expression. Since our ontology is based on the references of 

expressions, change in reference will results in change in ontology. So ontology 

becomes relative. 

 

BothofthesetheoriesinfluencedDavidson.Buthisformulationsofthesetheoriesdifferinasi

gnificantway.HedisagreewithQuineabouttheconsequenceofhisinscrutabilitythesissucht

hattheontologicalrelativity. 

 

II.Reality,SchemeandRepresentation 

 

Davidsondifferentiatetwomajorviewsofunderstandingtruth,oneispredominantlyepistem

                         

30 Quine, Ontological Relativity and other essays, (Columbia University Press, New York, 

London, 1968),  p.27 
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icwhichwouldkeeptherealitytobesomethingunknownandtheotherviewunconditionallyc

onnectingrealitytoourbeliefs.31InthischapterItrytoshowhissystematicdisagreementwitht

hemetaphysical,epistemologicalandsemanticviewsofbothoftheseschools.Apartfromthe

setwoviews,thereisathirdpositionofconsideringtruthtobeaninsignificantnotionwhichish

eldbyRichardRorty. 

 

II. 1.InscrutabilityofReference 

 

WehaveseenQuine'sinscrutabilitythesisandhisconclusion idea of 

theontologicalrelativity.Davidsondisagreeswiththeconclusionwhileretainingthepremise

stobecorrect. 

 

ForDavidsontheideaofacompleteindeterminacyofreferencedoesnotmakesense.Heshow

sitintwosteps.Thefirstisthatinordertomakesenseoftheindeterminacyoftranslation,wenee

dametaconcept, namelytruth-

conditon.Thesecondisthatifwerelativizethereference,theontologyisnolongerintrouble. 

 

Thetheoryoftheindeterminacyoftranslationisthetheorythatthereareequallycompetingalt

ernativeinterpretationsschemesforawordandthiswillresultinourinabilitytofigureoutthere

ference.Imaginethattherearedifferentpermutationsoftheuniverse.Inoneschemeofunivers

eoneparticularwordreferstox,butinanotherschemeitreferstoy.Wheneverthatwordreferst

oxinthefirstscheme,itreferstoyinthesecondscheme.Ifweassumereferenceisbasedonthesa

                         

31 Davidson, Truth and Predication, (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

2005), p. 34 
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tisfactionrelation,wecanseethatthetruthconditionsforthetwoschemesareequal.32WhatDa

vidsonsaysisthatinordertousethepredicate'refers',weneedtofollowadefinitetruthconditio

n.  The example he gives is this: 

...suppose every object has one and only one shadow. Then we may take φ to 

be expressed by the words 'the shadow of'. On a first theory, we take the name 

'Wilt' to refer to Wilt and the predicate 'is tall' to refer to tall things; on the 

second theory, we take 'Wilt' to refer to the shadow of Wilt and 'is tall' to refer 

to the shadows of tall things. The first theory tells us that the sentence 'Wilt is 

tall' is true if and only if Wilt is tall; the second theory tells that 'Wilt is tall' is 

true if and only if the shadow of Wilt is the shadow of a tall thing. The truth 

conditions are clearly equivalent. If one does not mind speaking of facts, one 

might say that the same fact makes the sentence true in both cases.33 

 

Keepingthismodelinmindhowcanwerelativizethereference.Thismodelallowsustolookfr

omabove,allowsustoseefromthepointofviewofametalanguagewhichwillenableustodiffe

rentiatedifferentinterpretativeschemes.Bytakingrecoursetotheprincipleofreversecharity

wecanrelativizereferencefromthispoint of 

view.Theprincipleofcharityistheempathicrelationaninterpreterortranslatormakesinorde

rtoarriveatthebestpossiblereferencebyconsideringthespeakerasarationalagent.Wesuppo

serationalprinciplesresidinginthespeaker.Theprincipleofreversecharityisthespeaker'sas

sumptionoftheinterpreterbeingrational.Applyingthisprinciplewewillbeabletoseethatthe

speakerwouldtrytominimizetheindeterminacy.Onepossiblewayforthisisrelativizingther

                         

32 Davidson, “The Inscrutability of Reference”, in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, 

(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1984), p. 229 

33 Ibid. p. 230 
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eferenceormakingitmorespecific.Forexample- 

Itnevermakessensesimplytoaskwhereanobjectis,butitdoesmakesensetoaskwher

eanobjectisrelativetootherobjects—aco-

ordinatesystem(ofcoursetherelativitymaygounmentionedbecausesomeframeofr

eferenceisassumed).Therelativizedquestion('WhereisBronk'shouseintheaddress

systemoftheBronx?')isclearandanswerable,andtheansweriscomplete.Ithasnofurt

herhiddenparameter.Wecan,ofcourse,goontoaskanother,similarquestion:'Where

istheBronx?'Andthisquestioninturnmakesnosenseuntilrelativized.Butoncerelati

vized,itisclearandanswerable.Nopredicatewithanextraplaceishiddenbehindthere

lativizedlocationpredicate.34 

 

Specifying the parameters of the sentence will reduce the possibility of indeterminacy. 

This in turn reduces the possibility of relativity. Once the parameters are specified, the 

hearer will not find it confusing or search for possible references of a sentence. The 

principles of charity and reverse charity together will create a suitable condition of 

communication in which the speaker and hearer would consider the other as rational. 

 

 

II. 2.TheThirdDogmaofEmpiricism 

 

II. 2. A. OnConceptualSchemes 

 

Theconceptualschemeisastructurethroughwhichweorganizeexperience.Ourknowledgei

ssaidtobedependentonourconceptualscheme.Oneofthemostpopularcharacterizationsofc

                         

34 Ibid. p. 232 
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onceptualschemeisseeninImmanuelKant'scategorealstructure.Hesupportedtheviewthatt

hereisonlyoneconceptualschemeandeveryonesharesit.Someotherphilosophers 

holdtheviewthattherearemanyconceptualschemesandtheyaredependentondifferentconv

entionsorlanguages.Kuhn'sideaofparadigmshift,alsoincorporatesthenotionof multiple 

conceptualschemes.Apparently,theseconceptualchangesareexplainedasthechangeofthe

meaningofasentence. 

 

In his book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas Kuhn discusses the idea 

of paradigm shift. The basic idea of this is that a complete revision of the system of 

scientific enterprises happens in each and every scientific revolution. The history of 

science, according to Kuhn undergoes changes in time to time. At a particular point in 

that history, there is a matrix of theories and they are inter-related. All scientific 

theories of that particular time are in harmony with this matrix. But when an 

anomalous discovery or experience is occurred, a new theory will be required. With 

that theory the entire matrix changes into a new one. This is the paradigm shift in 

science. A theory in the new paradigm cannot be evaluated by the old one.  

 

There is another kind of relativism and that is the cultural relativism. According to a 

cultural relativist, meaning of a sentence in one culture cannot be explained in another 

culture. For them each culture is closed systems in which the meaning of a sentence is 

a product of that culture alone. 

 

Davidsonattacksbothoftheseviews.Firstviewisthatthetruthisrelativetoaconceptualsche

me.Thatmeanstruthinoneschememaynotbetruthinanotherscheme.Secondviewisthatmea

ningisrelativetoascheme.Thatmeansasentenceinoneschemecannotbetranslatedintoanot
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herscheme.Davidsonattackstheseconddoctrineandrejectsthefirston the basis 

ofhisnotionontruth-meaningrelation. 

 

Apparently,hisstrategyisthatifweshowthepossibilityoftranslatability,itwillshowthecultu

ralopacityoftruth.Heconsiderstwokindsoffailureoftranslatability-

completeandpartial.Completefailureoftranslatabilityisthatwecannottranslateasignifican

tsetofsentencesofonelanguageintoanotherwhereasinpartialfailureoftranslatabilitywecan

successfullytranslatesomepartofthesignificantset. 

 

Hecriticizesmainlytheideaofcompletenon-translatability.The idea of complete non-

translatability targets 

theviewthatanythingandeverythingcanbeexpressedinlanguage.Ifwearenotabletodothati

tisnotunderthepurviewoflanguage.Inhiswords 

“nothing,itmaybesaid,couldcountasevidencethatsomeformofactivitycouldnotbeinterpre

tedinourlanguagethatwasnotatthesametimeevidencethatthatformofactivityisnotaspeech

behaviour.Ifthiswererightweprobablyoughttoholdthataformofactivitythatcannotbeinter

pretedaslanguageinourlanguageisnotaspeechbehavior.”35Butthisviewforhimlackstheap

pealofself-evidence.Sohetakesadifferentstep. 

 

Whathedoesisthatheplaceslanguageinthewebofbeliefs.Accordingtohiminordertostateab

outaperson’sspeechbehaviour,weneedtoinvestigateintohisdetailedbeliefsystemandattitu

de.Hesaysthatspeechrequiresasetofbeliefsandintentions.Inshort, “ 

therecanbenodoubtthattherelationbetweenbeingabletotranslatesomeone'slanguageandb

                         

35 Davidson, “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme”, in Inquiries into Truth and 

Interpretation, (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1984), p. 186 
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eingabletodescribehisattitudesisveryclose”36.Thisstrategyisincompleteuntilwemakesen

seoftherelationbetweenlanguageandbelief. 

 

WhatDavidsondidwasto engagemeaningatthelevelofthealliedbeliefsof the language 

userandnotwiththereferentialconnectionasentencehaswithafact.Thisdoesnotmean that 

he does not take into account the world-

languagerelation.Hedescribesitinadifferentwayaltogether. 

 

Onthebasisoftranslatabilityheengageswithtwometaphysicalpositionsabouttheworld-

languagerelation: 

 a.onelanguageorconceptualschemeandmanyworlds. 

 b.oneworldandmany conceptualschemes or languages. 

Thepossibilityofmanylanguageandmanyworldswouldnevermakemuchsense,accordingt

oDavidson,primarilybecausewewillnotbeabletoengagewithitatall.We will have no 

foothold in these worlds which are logically closed to us. Davidson rejects this view. 

 

Thefirstpositionisbasedonthenotionofcontingencyofempiricalstates.Thiswillallowustos

peakaboutdifferentpossibleworlds.Thesecondpositionisbasedonthecontingencyoflangu

ageor conceptual scheme. While the first allows us to describe different worlds within 

the same language, the second allows the same world to be differently presented in 

different languages.The 

latterviewstatesthatthechangeinthemajorscientifictheorywillleadtoamassivechangeinth

ewayweunderstandsentencesandtruth-

valueofoneparadigmcannotbeapplicableinanotherparadigm. The Kuhnian type of 

                         

36  Ibid. 
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paradigm shift is possible within the one-world-and-many-languages situation. 

 

Inbothsensesthechangeinschemewillbeexplainedaschangeinmeaningandtruth.LikeDav

idsonsays: 

Wemaynowseemtohaveaformulaforgeneratingdistinctconceptualschemes.Weg

etanewoutofanoldschemewhenthespeakersofthelanguagecometoacceptastruean

importantrangeofsentencestheypreviouslytooktobefalse(and,ofcourse,viceversa

).Wemustnotdescribethischangesimplyasamatteroftheircomingtoviewoldfalseh

oodsastruths,foratruthisaproposition,andwhattheycometoaccept,inacceptingase

ntenceastrue,isnotthesamethingthattheyrejectedwhenformerlytheyheldthesente

ncetobefalse.Achangehascomeoverthemeaningofthesentencebecauseitnowbelo

ngstoanewlanguage37 

Buttheviewhasanevidentiallyproblematicpossibilityofacompletechangeoflanguagestru

cturewhichmeanseachandeveryiteminalanguageundergonedrasticchange.Butitiseviden

tthatanewparadigmcannotbecompletelyindifferenttotheoldone.Thebestway,accordingt

oDavidson, 

istoseeparadigmshiftasanewwayoflookingatthethingsinthedomainofscience.Thiswillno

taffectthecompletelinguisticstructure, forafterallscienceisonlyoneformoflanguage 

weuse.Hegivesanexample, 

“supposethatinmyofficeofministerofScientificLanguageIwantthenewmantostopusingth

ewordsthatrefer,say,toemotions,feelings,thoughts,andintentions,andtotalkinsteadofthep

sychologicalstatesandhappeningsthatareassumedtobemoreorlessidenticalwiththementa

lriffandraff.HowdoItellwhethermyadvicehasbeenheededifthenewmanspeaksanewlangu

age?ForallIknow,theshinynewphrasesthoughstolenfromtheoldlanguageinwhichtheyref

                         

37 Ibid. p. 188 



 

 

54 

 

ertopsychologicalstirrings,mayinhismouthplaytheroleofamessyoldmentalconcepts.”38T

hatmeansnotusingsomeoftheoldvocabularycannotbeconsideredasthebasisforprovingas

chemetobeneworeventhesame. 

 

Both these positions, as we have seen, are built up on a special kind of dualism-a 

dualism of scheme and content. Theanalytic- synthetic distinction also presupposes 

this dualism. Theanalytic- synthetic distinction is based on the idea that some 

sentences are true by the virtue of its meaning and some are true by the virtue of the 

empirical content. Quine's rejection of analytic-synthetic distinction has allowe d us to 

abandon nmeaning, but it allowed keeping the empirical content. This is precisely 

becauseof retaining thescheme-content distinction. Let us see what are the difficulties 

in making sense of scheme-contentdistinction. 

 

 

II. 2. B.OnFacts 

 

Ourmajordifficultywiththescheme-

contentrelationisthatoftheirconnection.Itisunclearhowtheyarerelated.Therearetwopossi

blewaystheygetconnected: 

 a.conceptualschemeorganizesomething 

 b.contentfitintothescheme. 

 

Conceptualschemeorganizingsomethingmeansitsystematizesthecontent.Theproblemwi

ththisviewisthatwecannotorganizesomethingwithoutunderstandingitsmeaning.Ifwekno

                         

38  Ibid. 
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wthemeaningwenomoreneedtoorganizeit.Tounderstandthemeaningofasentenceistoplac

eitwithasetofconcepts.Onlythroughthealliedconceptswegettoknowthemeaningofasente

nce.Thisitselfisaformoforganizing.Butherewearenotdealingwiththebareempiricalconte

nt.Herewearenotdealingwithanatomisticfactwhichneedstoachievemeaningbyourinterve

ntion.Whatweareorganizingissomethingthatisalreadyavailabletousinourlanguage.Weca

nnotorganizeitagain.Davidsonsays: 

Wecannotattachaclearmeaningtothenotionoforganizingasingleobject(theworld,

natureetc.)unlessthatobjectisunderstoodtocontainorconsistinotherobjects.Some

onewhosetsouttoorganizeaclosetarrangesthethingsinit.Ifyouaretoldnottoorganiz

etheshoesandshirts,buttheclosetitself,youwouldbebewildered.Howwouldyouor

ganizethePacificOcean?Straightenoutitsshores,perhaps,orrelocateitsislands,ord

estroyitsfish.39 

 

Empiricalcontentsfitintotheschememeanssentencesasawholefacethetribunalofexperien

ce.Thisfittingresultsinsayingthesentenceistrue.Buttheconceptoffittingdoesnotgiveanyin

telligibilitytotheconceptoftruthbecausethecorrespondence tofactitselfis a 

wrongnotion.Takethesentence,'ThestatementthatThikaisinKenyacorrespondstothefact',

Davidsonsays, 

“Whetherornotweaccepttheviewthatcorrespondencetofactsexplainstruth,..anditskinsay

nomorethan'ThestatementthatThikaisinKenyaistrue'..”40 

 

Letusseeitclearly,takethesentence,'CochinisinthenorthofTrivandrum'whichcorresponds

                         

39 Ibid. p. 192 

40 Davidson, “True to the Facts”, in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, (Clarendon Press, 

Oxford, 1984),  p. 41 
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tothefactthatCochinisinthenorthofTrivandrum.ItalsocorrespondstothefactthatTrivandru

misinthesouthofCochin.Interestinglyit isalso true that 

CochinisinthenorthofthecapitalcityofKerala.Herewecanseethatwearein 

factreferringtoacollectionoffacts.Takeanotherexample,thatspoonisonthetablewhichcorr

espondstothefactthatthatspoonisonthetable.Italsocorrespondstothefactthattheobjectkno

wnasspoonwhichisamemberofthesetofkitchenutensilslyingonanobjectknownastable.Si

milarlywecanextendittomanyrelatedfacts.Theformoftheargumentisasfollows: 

Let's'abbreviatesometruesentence.Thensurelythestatementthatscorrespondstoth

efactthats.Butwemaysubstituteforthesecond's'thelogicallyequivalent'(thexsucht

hatxisidenticalwithDiogenesands)isidenticalwith(thexsuchthatxisidenticalwith

Diogenes)'.Applyingtheprinciplethatwemaysubstitutecoextensivesingularterms

,wecansubstitute't'for's'inthelastquotedsentence,provided't'istrue.Finally,reversi

ngthefirststepweconcludethatthestatementthatscorrespondstothefactthatt,where

's'and't'areanytruesentences.41 

Thebottomlineofthisargumentisthattruesentencescorrespondtothetotalityoffacts.Davids

oncallsthistotalityoffactsas'TheGreatFact'.42 

 

Wehaveseentwoideasregardingthesentence-

factrelationandtheyareinterrelated.Thefirstoneisthatthesentencethroughthelanguagealr

eadycontainsthefact.Thesecondoneisthatasentencecorrespondstoatotalityoffacts.Laterh

emakesadifferenceinhisviewabouttheapplicabilityofthenotionof'correspondence'.There

asonhegivesistheelusivenessofthenotionoffact.Hisworryisthatwecannotsaywhatthe 

ontological status of fact is. 

                         

41 Ibid. p. 42 

42 Ibid. 
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II. 3.Anti-representationalism 

 

Wehaveseeninhisrejectionofscheme-contentdistinctionhisantipathy for 

consideringanempiricalcontenttobecorrespondingtoascheme.Thethesisentailsthenotion

thatwecannotsayschemeorlanguageisarepresentationofreality.Infact,hisrejectionofsche

me-

contentdistinctionwhichisbasedontheideathatschemeorcontentcannotbeunderstandwith

outtheotherandthusanyexplanationsontheirrelationsornon-

relationsimplydoesnotmakeanysense. 

 

Onethingweshouldtakeintoaccounthere is 

thatDavidsonconsiderscorrespondenceastherepresentationaltheory.Theinterestingparto

fhisrejectionofscheme-

contentisthatweareunabletosaywhetherschemeandcontentareconnectedornot.Apartfro

mthatheconclusivelyex-

communicatescorrespondencetheorybecauseofitsatomisticfactontology.Inhiswords: 

Thecorrectobjectiontocorrespondencetheoriesisnot,then,thattheymaketruthsom

ethingtowhichhumanscanneverlegitimatelyaspire;therealobjectionisratherthats

uchtheoriesfailtoprovideentitiestowhichtruthvehicles(whetherwetakethesetobes

tatements,sentences,orutterances)canbesaidtocorrespond.Ifthisisright,andIamc

onvinceditis,weoughtalsotoquestionthepopularassumptionthatsentences,ortheir

spokentokens,orsentence-

likeentitiesorconfigurationsinourbrains,canproperlybecalled “representations,” 

sincethereisnothingforthemtorepresent.Ifwegiveupfactsasentitiesthatmakesente
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ncestrue,weoughttogiveuprepresentationsatthesametime,forthelegitimacyofeac

hdependsonthelegitimacyoftheother.43 

 

 

II. 4.Davidson'sRealism 

 

Davidson,asIsaidbefore,rejects semantic realism. Although he rejects classical 

realism, including Putnam’s metaphysical and internal realism, his view is a version 

of the realistic position. Davidson says 

My form of realism seems to be neither Hilary Putnam's realism nor his 

metaphysical realism. It is not internal realism because internal realism 

makes truth relative to a scheme, and this is an idea I do not think is 

intelligible. A major reason, in fact, for accepting a coherence theory is the 

unintelligibility of the dualism of conceptual scheme and a 'world waiting to 

be coped with. But my realism is certainly not Putnam's metaphysical 

realism, for it is characterized by being 'radically non-epistemic' which 

implies that all our best researched and established thoughts and theories 

may be false.44 

 

Unlike many realists Davidson accepts a holistic and coherentistic view of language 

and belief. But he accepts the view that beliefs are caused by the sensations. Since the 

                         

43 Davidson, Truth and Predication, (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

2005), p. 41 

44 Davidson, “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge” in Subjective, Intersubjective, 

Objective(Clarendon Press, Oxford, New York, 2001), p.140 
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sensations are the products of the world, our beliefs are caused by the world. So 

beliefs are veridical, that is, we have objective knowledge about the world. Thus 

Davidson accepts objectivity and so he is a realist. 

 

 

III. Belief,CoherenceandRationality 

 

III. 1. Belief and Knowledge 

 

Therearedifferenttheoriesaboutthenatureofbelief.Davidsonholds 

theviewthatthebeliefgoesalwaysalongwithalanguage.Herejectsanythinglikea'languageo

fthought', but accepts that the language and thought go 

together.AccordingtoDavidson,inordertohaveabeliefonemustbearationalanimal.Inorder

tosaysomeoneisarationalanimalshemustbeworkingwithaholisticframeworkofbelief. 

For him, beliefs always constitute a system. 

 

Davidson clearly agrees to the view that we cannot go outside of our beliefs. Any kind 

justification should be inside the set of beliefs. In fact, in such a position in which 

only intentional justification of beliefs is possible, it is likely that objectivity of beliefs 

and knowledge  could lead be questioned. But Davidson holds on to the objectivity of 

knowledge.  

 

Belief is to be understood in terms of an interpreter's point of view. It is causally 

connected with the evidences of the surroundings.  

 



 

 

60 

 

The adoption of the notion of satisfaction would give a very consistent scheme to 

understand this coherence theory. Since the belief is understood as an interpretative 

concept, I suppose the truth-value could be figured out from any of the interpretations 

of the belief. We just need one true interpretation to do this. 

 

 

III. 2.Correspondencewithoutconfrontation 

 

Justification, according to him is a part of possessing the belief. In order to make this 

connection he enquires about the relation between sensation and belief. For him the 

relation is of a causal one. He says: 

 

The relation between a sensation and a belief cannot be logical, since 

sensations are not beliefs or other propositional attitudes. What then is the 

relation? The answer is, I think, obvious: the relation is causal. Sensations 

cause some beliefs and in this sense are the basis or grounds of beliefs45 

 

Davidson views the sensation as a transparent medium through which we receive the 

data from the world. So our beliefs caused by sensations cannot go wrong. He says, 

“A more plausible line is to claim that we cannot be wrong about how things appear to 

us to be. If we believe we have a sensation, we do; this is held to be an analytic truth 

or fact about how language is used”46 

 

                         

45  Ibid, p. 143 

46  Ibid, p. 142 
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What Davidson does here is this. He accepts the idea of a holistic system of beliefs in 

which we understand the meaning of a belief through a coherent relationship with 

other belifs. At the same time he beliefs that the believes we have are caused by 

sensations. Here we are not checking our beliefs with the sensation, but our beliefs 

itself are the product of sensation. So the question of objectivity and truth are taken 

for granted. This is how the slogan of 'correspondence without confrontation' fulfills 

its meaning. 

 

In his paper, “A Coherence theory of Truth and Knowledge”, he defines belief as the 

mental state of a human being. He says, “Beliefs for me are states of people with 

intentions, desires, sense organs; they are states that are caused by, and cause, events 

inside and outside the bodies of their entertainers. But even given all these constraints, 

there are many things people does believe, and many more that they could.”47 There is 

potentially infinite number of beliefs just like potentially infinite number of sentences. 

All of them should be the mental states of a rational agent. Precisely because of the 

infinitude of the number of beliefs, it is nearly impossible to imagine complete 

coherence of the complete set of beliefs. So truth of a belief cannot be solely 

dependent on the coherence.  

 

Davidson says, “The concept of belief is the potential gap between what is held to be 

true and what is true.”48 He means that belief is something that can be true but it not 

necessarily true. But in his 1987 ‘Afterthoughts’ of the same paper he reconsider this 

concept and arrives at a new understanding of the idea. There he considers belief as 

                         

47  Ibid. 

48 Ibid, p. 138 
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intrinsically veridical because of its ties with the meaning.49 

 

III. 3. Rejection of Massive Error 

 

Torejecttherepresentationalismhasitsconsequences. We need to figure out the nature of 

truth in the language itself. But we cannot completely step aside from any mode of 

connection with reality. That is what he did with the slogan of correspondence without 

confrontation. The worry is the possibility of error a human agent can commit. The 

first step to alleviate this problem is to remember the holistic nature of language and 

belief. That means it is not the case that a single person has an unique belief. It must 

be minimally within the range of community. The rejection of complete non-

translatability of a language to another is rejected already. Davidson says, 

Then I must say, what I must say in any case, the problemof error cannot be 

met sentence by sentence, even at the simplestlevel. The best we can do is 

cope with error holistically, that is, weinterpret so as to make an agent as 

intelligible as possible, given hisactions, his utterances, and his place in the 

world. About some things we will find him wrong, as the necessary cost of 

finding him elsewhere right. As a rough approximation, finding him right 

meansidentifying the causes with the objects of his beliefs, giving 

specialweight to the simplest cases, and countenancing error where it can 

bebest explained.50 

                         

49 Davidson, “Afterthoughts”, in Subjective, Intersubjective, Objective(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 

New York, 2001), p. 156 

50 Davidson,  “A Coherence theory of Truth and Knowledge”,in Subjective, Intersubjective, 

Objective(Clarendon Press, Oxford, New York, 2001), p. 152 
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He says that the rightness and wrongness of a belief could be traced simply because 

there is a level of belief in which belief is correct about the world. Here he talks about 

an omniscient interpreter. What an omniscient interpreter does is that “he attributes 

beliefs to others, and interprets their speech on the basis of his ownbeliefs, just as the 

rest of us do. Since he does this as the rest of us do, he perforce finds as much 

agreementas is needed to make sense of his attributions and interpretations; and in this 

case, of course, what is agreed isby hypothesis true”51 

 

 

IV. Language,MeaningandTruth-value 

 

Davidson in his celebrated paper 'Truth and Meaning' shows us how to give a theory 

of meaning using Tarski's convention T. This, I think, gives a good proof for the 

relation between language and truth.  

 

IV. 1.Language 

 

Davidson has a definite conception of language. One key feature he considers as the 

foundation of language is its learnability. A rational being is able to understand and 

develop language. With our finite set of abilities we are able to construct infinite 

sentences.    

                         

51 Davidson, “The Method of Truth in Metaphysics”,  in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, 

(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1984), p. 201 
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Another aspect of Davidson's theory of language is holism which says that sentences 

in a language constitute a whole. He says: 

A speaker can't be conveying (in the ordinary sense knowing what his words 

mean) a particular proposition with his words if he has no idea what properties 

that proposition has. This does not need to put in explicit knowledge: a given 

sentence in someone's language can't express a certain proposition unless it 

occupies a place among other sentences that reflect the logical relations among 

those sentences.52 

 

Holism raises the question as to whether sentences are independent of each other or 

interdependent. The motto of holism is: “Only in the context of language does a 

sentence (and therefore a word) have meaning”53. Davidson further says: 

If sentences depend for their meaning on their structure, and we understand 

the meaning of each item in the structure only as abstraction from the totality 

of sentences in which it features, then we can give the meaning of any 

sentence (or word) only by giving the meaning of every sentence (and word) 

in the language.54 

This is the central idea of Holism. He says, “Holism maintains that the contents of 

speech and thought depend on the relations among meanings and among thoughts”.55 

                         

52 Davidson, “Radical Interpretation Interpreted”, in Philosophical Perspectives, Vol.8, Logic 

and Language. 1994, p. 121-128 

53  Davidson, “Truth and Meaning”, in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, (Clrendon Press, 

Oxford, 1984),  p. 22 

54  Ibid. p. 22 

55  Davidson, “What is Present to the Mind”, 1989, Subjective, Intersubjective, Objective 
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From this we can figure out a structure, which is holistic, i.e., language exists as an 

interlocked web of sentences. That is, to understand the meaning of a sentence is to 

see it in the light of many other sentences.  

 

One important aspect of Davidson's meaning theory is his commitment to formalism. 

He gives a formal theory of meaning. His theory is formal in the sense that his theory 

gives a condition for a sentence to be meaningful. The condition he gives is the 

convention-T. He modifies the convention-T to suit to the natural language. One most 

important concept in his system is the concept of satisfaction. This allows us to figure 

out the truth value of a sentence with a single instance of being true. 

 

 

IV. 2.Truth-theoreticSemantics 

 

Davidsongivesanempiricaltheoryofmeaning. “Atheoryofmeaning(inmymildlyperverse 

sense)isanempiricaltheoryanditsambitionistoaccountforanaturallanguage”56Suchatheor

ymustshowtheconditionsofournaturalabilitytounderstandmeaning.Toattainthatthebest

waytoproceedisbyfiguringouttheconditionsforatheoryofmeaningandfindingatheorywhi

chmeetsallthoseconditions.Hespecifiesthispoint: 

“forwhatisbeingrecommendedisnotaparticulartheory,butacriterionoftheories.Theclaimi

sthatifthiscriterionisaccepted,theempiricalstudyoflanguagewillgaininclarityandsignific

                                                                       

(Clarendon Press, Oxford,  2001), p. 65 

56 Davidson, “TruthandMeaning”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation, 

(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984), p.24. 
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ance.”57 

 

Themethodheadoptsisaholisticmethod.Bygivingtheconditionforallthesentencesinlangu

agetobemeaningfulwecouldgiveatheoryofmeaningforthatlanguage.Forthisweneedamet

alanguge.ForTarskithismetalangugeisaformallanguage.ForDavidson,ametalanguageco

uldbeanaturallanguagewithadditionallogicalconcepts. 

 

IV. 2. A.TheConditionsofaTheoryofMeaning 

 

Davidsonconsidersthreemainconditionsforatheoryofmeaningforanaturallanguage.They

arethefollowings. 

 

Condition1 

 

ImentionedearlierthatFregeputforwardaconditionthatthesentence is 

structurallycomposedoutofthepartsofsentence.Davidsonacceptsthiscriterion.Hesays, 

Asatisfactorytheoryofmeaningmustgiveanaccountofhowthemeaningsof

sentencesdependuponthemeaningsofwords.Unlesssuchanaccountcould

besuppliedforaparticularlanguage,therewouldbenoexplainingthefactthat

wecanlearnlanguage:noexplainingthefactthat,onmasteringafinitevocabu

laryandafinitelystatedsetofrules,wearepreparedtoproduceandtoundersta

ndanypotentialinfinitudeofsentences.Idonotdisputethesevagueclaims,in

                         

57 Davidson, “SemanticsforNaturalLanguages”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation, 

(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984),p.60 
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whichIsensemorethanakernaloftruth.58 

Ifalanguagetobelearnedbyabeingwithfinitecapacitiesthenitshouldhaveafinitesetofrules

whichcouldbehandledbythatfiniteindividual.Ifwedidnotrecognizethisfactthenwecannot

consideralanguageaslearnable.Hesays: 

Whenweregardthemeaningofeachsentenceasafunctionofafinitenumbero

ffeaturesofsentence,wehaveaninsightnotonlyintowhatthereistobelearne

d;wealsounderstandhowaninfiniteaptitudecanbeencompassedbyfiniteac

complishments.Forsupposethatalanguagelacksthisfeature;thereisnomatt

erhowmanysentencesawould-

bespeakerlearnstoproduceandunderstand,therewillremainotherswhose

meaningsarenotgivenbytherulesalreadymastered.Itisnaturaltosaysuchal

anguageisunlearnable.59 

 

Thecompositionalityconditionexplainshowlanguageislearnableandscrutablebecauseite

xplains thefollowing: 

1. Howhumanswiththeirfinitecapacitiesbeabletomakepotentiallyinfinityofsentenc

es. 

2. Howhumansunderstandpreviouslyunencounteredsentences(Inotherwords: 

“thetheoryprovideamethodfordeciding,givenanarbitrarysentence,whatitsmeani

ngis”60 

                         

58 Davidson, “TruthandMeaning”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation, 

(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984),p.17. 

59 Davidson, 

“TheoriesofMeaningandLearnableLanguages”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation, 

(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984), p.8 

60 Davidson, “SemanticsforNaturalLanguages”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation, 
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 Condition2 

 

Weshouldnotsupposemeaningasanentity.Anempiricaltheorymustnotconsidermeaninga

sanythingthatissupernatural.Itmustbewithinourminimumontology. 

 

 Condition3 

 

Thethirdconditionisthatthetruthconditionsofthesentencesmustbeexactlytheconditionsu

nderwhichthesesentencesareeithertrueorfalse.Hesays: 

Thestatementsoftruthconditionsforindividualsentencesentailedbythethe

oryshouldinsomewayyettobemadeprecise,drawuponthesameconceptsas

thesentenceswhosetruthconditiontheystate.61 

 

Altogethertheseconditionsexplainhowameaningtheoryshouldbe.LetusseehowDavidson

'stheorymeetstheseconditions. 

 

IV. 2. B. Howtruththeorycouldworkasameaningtheory? 

 

Davidsonstartshispaper ‘TruthandMeaning’ 

withtheissueofcompositionality.DavidsonrejectsthewayFrege’stheorymetthiscondition.

TomeettheprincipleofcompositionalityFregeassignedsensetothepartsofasentencewhich

aresupposedlyplatonicentities.BytheprincipleofOccam’srazortheseentitieswillmakeour

                                                                       

(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984),p.56 

61  Ibid. 
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ontologyinflatedandsooneundesirable.DavidsonrejectsFrege'sproposalnotsimplywithth

isissue.Forhimassignmentofentitiestowordswillnotsatisfactorilyexplaintheconceptofm

eaning.Hesays: 

“Paradoxically,theonethingmeaningsdonotseemtodoistooilthewheelsofatheoryofmeani

ng-atleastaslongaswerequireofsuchtheorythatitnon-

triviallygivethemeaningofeverysentenceinthelanguage.Myobjectiontomeaningsintheth

eoryofmeaningisnotthattheiridentityconditionsareobscure,butthattheyhavenodemonstr

ativeuse.”62Meaningmustnotbeexplainedintermsofmeaningitself.63Davidsonarguesthat

ifweassignmeaningentitiestothepartsofonesentence,thenweneedtospecifytherelationbet

weenmeaningandthepartofthesentence.Thiswillleadtoaninfiniteregress.Fregetriedtosol

vetheproblemofregressbyconsideringthesemeaningsofpartsasincompleteorunsaturated.

ForDavidson “thisdoctrineseemstolabeladifficultyratherthansolveit”. 

 

Theholistictheorystatesthatthemeaningofawordistobeunderstoodinthecontextofthesent

enceandthemeaningofasentenceistobeunderstoodinthecontextofalanguage.Eachandeve

rysentenceinalanguagehasthesameformforitsmeaningandthatis:smeansp.Buttheexpress

ion'means'isintensionalandhastobeexplainedfurther.Davidsonwrites: 

Thetheorywillhavedoneitsworkifitprovides,foreverysentencesinthelang

uageunderstudy,amatchingsentence(toreplace'p')that,insomewayyettobe

madeclear,'givesthemeaning'ofs.Oneobviouscandidateformatchingsente

nceisjustsitself,iftheobjectlanguageiscontainedinthemetalanguage;other

                         

62 Davidson,“TruthandMeaning”, inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation, 

(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984),p.20,21 

63 Ibid, p. 18 
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wiseatranslationofsinthemetalanguage.64 

Onthisbasishetriesthetruthconditionasacandidateandthentheformulationwillbe: 

sisTifandonlyifp(Wheresisthestructuraldescriptionofasentencea

ndpisthatsentenceitself) 

ThisTsentenceofTarskicoulddothejobofacompetentmeaningtheory.Itcouldstateforeachs

entenceinalanguageL,whatitsmeaningis.Forthepurposeoftesting it, 

wecanputtheformulainanempiricalformula: 

“Snowiswhite” istrueifandonlyifSnowiswhite. 

Foranaturallanguage,tousethisformulaasameaningtheoryweshouldmeettheissuesofinde

xicalsanddemonstratives.Forthat 

“wecouldtaketruthtobeaproperty,notofsentences,butofutterances,orspeechacts,orordere

dtriplesofsentences,timesandpersons;butitissimplestjusttoviewtruthasarelationbetween

asentence,aperson,andatime”65.Withasystematicchangeintheformulawecanovercometh

isproblem.Forthatwecanrelativizetruthtoapersonandatime.Thusweget: 

“Thespoonisonthetable” 

istrueas(potentially)spokenbypattifandonlyifthespoonisonthetabl

e.“Iamtired” 

istrueas(potentially)spokenbypattifandonlyifpistiredatt.“Theboo

kwasstolen” 

istrueas(potentially)spokenbypattifandonlyifthebookdemonstrat

edbypattisstolenpriortot.(Wherepisapersonandtisaparticulartime

) 

                         

64 Ibid, p.23 

65 Davidson, “TruthandMeaning”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation, 

(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984), p.34. 
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Nowwemustseewhatexactlythetheoryistelling.Whatwearedoinghereisimaginingoursel

vesasanoutsiderofaparticularlanguageandtryingtotheorizeaboutthetruthstructureofthela

nguageinourownlanguage.Forthatpurposewecharacterizedthetruthconditionsforallthes

entencesinthatlanguage.AndthissetofT-

sentenceswouldworkastheoryoftruthforthatlanguage.Davidsonsays, 

“ByatheoryoftruthImeanasasetofaxiomsthatentail,foreverysentenceinthelanguage,astat

ementoftheconditionunderwhichitistrue.”66TheT-

formulawillshowthetruthconditionsofeachsentenceofalanguage.Thiscouldworkasacom

petentmeaningtheoryfornaturallanguagesbecauseitsatisfiestheconditionsmentionedabo

ve.Letusseehowitsatisfiesthoseconditions. 

 

IV. 2. C.HowtheTheorymeetstheConditions? 

 

Davidson'stheorysatisfiesFrege'sprincipleofcompositionalityonthegroundthataTsenten

ceappliestosentencesofnaturallanguageconsisting of othersentence-

parts.Whatwethenneedisacharacterizationoftheformalstructureofasentence.Onaholistic

basistheformalstructuremustbeageneralstructureofallsentencesinalanguage.AT-

sentencerevealsthatformalstructure. 

 

Davidson'stheorydoesnotsupposemeaningasanentity.Butbythishedoesnotsaythatthereis

nomeaningatall.Meaning,forhim,isanempiricalrealityanditshouldbetheorizedonempiric

algrounds.Itistobefoundinthestructureofsentencesbecausethenonlywecanshowhowfinit

                         

66 Davidson,“SemanticsforNatural Languages”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation, 

(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984), p.56 
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ebeingslikehumansunderstandthemeaningofasentence.ThisstructureisbestexpressedinT

-

sentences.Fregewouldsaythatthemeaningisgraspedbythehumanrationality.Forhimmean

ingisanentity.Thehumanbeingsonlyneedtheabilitytocognizeit.InFrege'spicturetherearet

hreecomponentsinlinguisticunderstanding-

thespeaker,themeaningandthehearer.ButinDavidson'spicturethereareonlytwocomponen

ts-

thespeakerandtheinterpreter.Theinterpreterinterpretstheutterances,bybringingoutthetrut

hconditionsoftheutterancesmadebythespeakers. 

 

AboutthethirdconditionDavidsonsays 

“atheorycouchedinthemetalanguagethatcontainstheobjectlanguage,forintherequiredstat

ementoftheform‘sistrueifandonlyifp'thetruthconditionsofsaregivenbythesentencethatre

places'p',namelysitself,andsomakenouseofanyconceptsnotdirectlycalleduponunderstan

dings.”67 

 

Thustheformulationmeetsthethreeconditionsforatheoryofmeaning.WhatDavidson'sthe

orydoesisthatitgivesageneralformulaforfindingthemeaningofeveryindividualexpressio

ninalanguageonthebasisoftheirstructure.Forthatheshowsthateverymeaningfulsentenceh

asthesamestructure.Thisstructuregivesusthemeaning.Thetheorywillaccommodateonlyt

ruth-

statingsentencesinalanguageexcludingthesentencesliketheinterrogativesentences,etc.F

                         

67 Davidson, “SemanticsforNaturallanguages”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation, 

(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984), p.57 
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orthosesentencesdifferenttheoriesareneeded. 

 

Anotherissueisthatthetheoryisbasedontheliterallanguage.AccordingtoDavidsontheliter

allanguageisthebasisofcommunication.Hesays: 

“Communicationbylanguageiscommunicationbywayofliteralmeaning....Thetheoryoftr

uthdealswiththeliteralsense.”68Themetaphorsdonotpossessanyextrameaningthanitsliter

almeaning.Whatisdistinctiveofametaphorfromasentenceisnotitsmeaningbutitsuse. 

 

Davidson’s 

theorygivesagoodexplanationabouthowwecanhavedeterminatemeaningforasentence.T

hetheoryisbasedonourknowntruthconditions.Fromtheknowntruthconditionswecaneasil

ymovetothemeaningofanunknownsentenceprovidedthesentenceisfromalanguagewhich

weknow.Thetheorystatedinhispaper'TruthandMeaning'assumes 

“thatthespeakersofalanguagecaneffectivelydeterminethemeaningormeaningsofanarbitr

aryexpression(ifithasmeaning).”69Thestructureofsentenceswillshowthewaytodetermine

meaningsofunknownsentencesfromtheknownexpressions.  

 

IV. 2. D. MeaningtheoryinaNaturallanguage 

 

Tarski'sT-

schemawasinaformallanguage.Hethoughtnaturallanguageistoocomplicatedtobetheoriz

                         

68 Davidson, 

“TruetotheFacts”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984), p.45 

69 Davidson,“TruthandMeaning”, 

inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation(ClarendonPress,Oxford,1984), p.35 
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edforhispurpose.AsaninitialstepDavidsonacceptthisformulatoworkasameaningtheory.

ButDavidsonmakesadeparturefromTarskiasevidencedinhispaper'InDefenceofConventi

onT'.Inthatpaperhepropoundsa 

“semantictheoryofnaturallanguagecouchedinanaturallanguage.”70ForDavidsonwhatis

necessarilykeptunchanged,evenifheisdeviatingfromTarski'smethodistheontology.Theo

ntologyofmetelanguagemustbesameasthatofobjectlanguage. 

 

DavidsondidthisbyaninterestingrevisionofTarski'sformula.WeknowthatTarski'sformula

isbasedontheideathatobjectlanguageiscontainedinmetalanguageortheobjectlanguageco

uldbetranslatedinmetalanguage.Tarskiagreesthatobjectslanguagesaretheformallanguag

es.ForDavidson,however,theobjectlanguageisanaturallanguage.Ifthatisthecasehowdow

eunderstandthemetalanguage?Themetalanguageisrichenoughtoreceivethetranslationso

fallthesentencesinanobjectlanguage.Davidsonwrites: 

Ifweunderstandourmetalanguage,weareusingasystemofconceptsandala

nguagewhichtheoneforwhichwereallywantatheory,foritisrichersystemth

atisournaturalone.Andfortunatelytherichersystemdoesnotraiseanydiffic

ultiesforatruththeorysatisfyingConventionT,foritisextensional.71 

Aformallanguageisnotrichenoughtoreceiveallthetranslationsofanobjectlanguage.Noton

lythat,Davidsonclearlystatesthatifwecanspeakaboutanythingatallwecanexpressitinnatu

rallanguageandnaturallanguagesareintertranslatable.Soitisalwaysbettertostatetruthform

ulainnaturallanguage. 

 

                         

70
 Davidson,“InDefenceofConventionT”,inInquiriesintoTruthandInterpretation(ClarendonPress,

Oxford,1984), p.71 

71 Ibid, p.73 
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IV. 3. Radical Interpretation 

 

Radical interpretation is a special case. This is a situation when we try to understand 

an unknown language. How much indeterminacy is involved in it? This is what 

radical interpretation tries to solve. 

 

Quine introduced the idea of radical interpretation because he believed that there is 

possibility of radical indeterminacy in understanding the meaning of utterances of the 

speakers who are alien to us. Davidson tries to eliminate radical indeterminacy by 

introducing the principles of charity and humanity. For him, language is shared by all 

human beings and so there is no threat of breakdown of communication, even among 

us and alien languages. 

 

According to Quine, indeterminacy of translation is the proof for a behaviorist theory 

of meaning. In a radical situation, we find difficulties in translating the speaker’s 

utterance. This is because we are not able to understand the speaker's linguistic 

behavior. From such a situation we can understand that we are not extracting meaning 

from reference.  

 

Davidson agrees with Quine that there is an indeterminacy involved here. He agrees 

that reference is inscrutable to some extent. But, for him, we can correctly determine 

the meaning of a sentence of an alien language by learning the language.  

 

Let us understand the concept of radical interpretation clearly. The theory of radical 
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interpretation is a theory of how we get along with other speakers in a communicative 

situation. Both the interpreter and the interpretee are speakers of language, though not 

of the same language. Davidson writes: 

I have stressed that a radical interpreter already has language, and a set of 

concepts that more or less match those of the interpretee. My interpreter has 

the concept of truth, of intention, of belief, of desire, and of assertion (and 

many, many more). She knows a lot about the world and about how people 

behave in various circumstances.72 

What he does not know, however, is the mind of the speaker, the details of speaker’s 

intentions and beliefs. Therefore he applies the method of interpretation to get at these 

beliefs and intentions of the speaker. 

 

IV. 3. A. Indeterminacy of Interpretation 

 

Frege held the view that the meaning is determinate. There is a specificity of meaning. 

When someone utters a sentence he has a specific meaning to his utterance. This 

meaning exists as a thought. When someone understands that utterance, he understand 

it by receiving that thought. So the meaning the speaker meant and the hearer 

understood is the same.   

 

Quine rejected the idea of a determinate sense. He rejected it on the basis of 

inscrutability of reference. The inscrutability of reference is the theory that in an 

ostensive definition you will get equally competing different theories of reference. 

                         

72 Davidson, “Radical Interpretation Interpreted”, Philosophical Perspectives, Vol.8, Logic and 

Language. 1994, pp.121-128 
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From this point he goes to the theory of ontological relativity. If reference cannot be 

fixed there can be many competing ontologies. Ontology is, then, relative to the 

language. An ontological category is understood within the language with the help of 

another item which is also relative.  

 

If Quine's theory is right, then the hearer of an unknown language will face 

difficulties in pin pointing reference. The problem is really between the word and its 

reference. Imagine a jungle boy like Mougli has a language. (I think such an 

imagination will never question the private language argument, because the argument 

as I understood will not say that a public sphere is necessary for language, rather it 

says the features of language must be publicly available) You found the boy and he 

started to speak to you something. From his behavior you can understand some of his 

utterances. But what about those sentences which you cannot understand on the basis 

of behaviour? This is the problem of indeterminacy of translation. You can try the 

concept of empathy to an extent. The principle of empathy says that you project 

yourself in the boy's situation and imagine what you could have meant by that 

sentence. But this will not be of much help. The only option left for you is to study the 

language. That will give you the holistic understanding of sentences in that language 

and thus its meanings. The conclusion Quine derives from this is that meaning is 

indeterminate.  

 

Davidson will agree with inscrutability of reference to an extent. But he does not 

accept Ontological relativity. Davidson points out three kinds of indeterminacies, such 

as indeterminacy of truth, indeterminacy of logical form and indeterminacy of 
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reference.73 It is the latter that has been accepted by him. 

 

Ontology is not fixed, according to Quine, because of the inscrutability of reference. 

Quine tried to settle the problem by relativizing ontology to a background language. 

He pointed out that ontologies are laid within languages to which they are relativized. 

Davidson rejects the ontological relativity which is based on the concept of a 

conceptual scheme. He accepts that languages do not create ontology. He says: 

“Suppose we could fix the ontology of 'refers' by relativizing it. Then we would have 

fixed the ontology of language or speaker we were using the word 'refers' to 

characterize. It may be said: but the fixing is only relative to an arbitrary choice. The 

choice is not dictated by any relevant evidence. Hence the inscrutability.”74 Arbitrary 

choice is the keyword here.  

 

Davidson says that in an arbitrary choice we cannot pin point the reference. He would 

reject ontological relativity and relativism of reference to a background theory of 

language by saying that in order to understand ontological relativism one has to rise 

above it and give it up.  

 

Quine's theory of ontological relativity leads to many other semantic problems like 

indeterminacy of translation and meaning. Davidson rejects Quine's theory because it 

leads to semantic instability. For him if we take another language to relativize, that 

will simply lead to a regress. We must have a higher principle to understand the 

                         

73 Davidson, “Inscrutability of Reference”, in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, (Clarendon 

Press, Oxford, 1984), p. 228 

74 Ibid.  p. 232 
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relativity of reference. The regress must stop somewhere. 

 

Davidson's solusion to the problem is to use the principle of charity across-the-board. 

And gradually the person can figure out the exact meaning and reference of a 

sentence. As Davidson says, “On my approach, the degree of indeterminacy will, I 

think, be less than Quine contemplates: this is partly because I advocate adoption of 

the principle of charity across-the-board basis, and partly because the uniqueness of 

quantificational structure is apparently assured if Convention T is satisfied.”75  

Meaning is indeterminate in a radical situation to some extent. We can learn the 

language to soften the indeterminacy. But then the situation is no longer radical. Thus 

Davidson solves the problem of indeterminacy of interpretation.  

 

Conclusion 

 

What we can summarize is the following. There is a deep relation between language, 

rational being and the world. This relation is not representational. The relation is more 

of a causal kind. Our beliefs are true because of this causal connection with the world. 

Our sentences are meaningful because our beliefs are true. Our system of beliefs is 

true because of our rational capacity. We are rational because we have language. 

Davidson says, 

If I am right, each of these concepts requires the others, but none is 

subordinate to, much less definable in terms of, the others. Truth emerges not 

as wholly detached from belief (as correspondence theory would make it) nor 

                         

75  Davidson, “Belief and the Basis of Meaning”, in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, 

(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1984), p.153 



 

 

80 

 

as dependent on human methods and powers of discovery (as epistemic 

theories would make it)76 

Truth has an important role to play in his philosophy. The two key components in his 

system are the causal relation from world to beliefs and the rational relation of 

language and world. This second relation is possible because of truth. Truth makes us 

rational beings. Davidson says, “Truth is important, then, not because it is especially 

valuable or useful, though it may be on occasion, but because without the idea of truth 

we would not be thinking creatures, nor would we understand what it is for someone 

else to be rational creature” 77 

 

 

 

Chapter three 

Rorty on Truth and Objectivity 

 

Introduction 

 

To say that we should drop the idea of truth as out there waiting to be 

discovered is not to say that we have discovered that, out there, there is no 

truth. It is to say that our purposes would be served best by ceasing to see truth 

as a deep matter, as a topic of philosophical interest, or "true" as a term which 

                         

76 Davidson, “Afterthoughts”, in Subjective, Intersubjective, Objective,(Clarendon Press, 
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repays "analysis." 'The nature of truth" is an unprofitable topic, resembling in 

this respect "the nature of man" and "the nature of God," and differing from 

"the nature of the positron," and "the nature of oedipal fixation.78 

 

Richard Rorty is one among the leading philosophers who tried to step beyond the 

boundaries of analytic philosophy and amalgamate both analytical and continental 

models of philosophizing. In fact he would prefer to overcome the traditional ways of 

philosophizing. He also devoted himself to a political position and theorized regarding 

that. He considered democracy as having some priority over any other form of 

political life. 

 

His antipathy towards traditional philosophy includes his antipathy towards truth. One 

of the main tendencies of modern philosophy is scienticism, which means philosophy 

follows science in building its own picture of the world Rorty questioned this form of 

philosophizing. According to him it should be literature and not science that 

philosophy should mainly take into account, for its non understanding of reality. 

 

Truth is recognized as the central notion in modern philosophy. Rorty's main criticism 

against truth is regarding this centrality. Rorty is not completely rejecting the notion 

of truth, but doing something more damaging, that is, to disregard it. For Rorty truth 

is a concept among many other concepts and has no importance. 

 

                         

78 Rorty,  Contingency, Irony and  Solidarity, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, New 

York, 1989), p.8 
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He introduces some sociological notions into his philosophical view such as solidarity 

and ethnocentricism which help him in relegating truth to the background. 

 

I. Background and Influences 

 

Rorty places himself in the American pragmatist tradition with some new 

formulations.Pragmatist tradition started with William James who defined truth in 

terms of workability79. James was interested in reconciling tough minded empiricists 

and tender minded idealists. His solution was to consider workability as the criterion 

to provide meaning for a claim. Apart from the American pragmatist tradition we can 

trace influences on him in the continental stream of philosophy especially to 

Nietzsche and Heidegger. Derrida's theory of Deconstruction also influenced him very 

much in developing his notion of recontextualization. The major analytic philosophers 

through whom he developed his epistemology and the doctrine of anti-

representationalism are Quine, Sellars and Davidson.80 

 

II. Rorty on Philosophy 

 

Rorty is one among the few American philosophers who took keen interest in the 

continental traditions of philosophy. Many of his philosophical theories are derived 

                         

79 James, The Meaning of Truth: A Sequel to “Pragmatism”, The Project  Gutenberg Ebook of 

the Meaning of Truth, Release Date: February, 2004 [EBook #5117], Last Updated: July 4, 2013, link: 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/5117/5117-h/5117-h.htm 

80 See Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature,(Princeton University Press. Princeton, New 

Jersey, 1979) 
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directly from the continental traditions. The amalgamation of two traditions is visible 

in his philosophical writings. He brings pragmatism close to post- modernism. 

 

One of the key features of post- modernism is that of seeing different forms of 

knowledge as different forms of literature. Rorty endorses this position and considers 

both philosophy and science as forms of literature i.e., different forms of writing. 

 

“Philosophy does not justify affiliations with a community in the light of something 

ahistorical called “reason” or “transcultural principles.” It simply expatiates on the 

special advantages of that community over the other communities.”81 

 

Inspired by later Wittgenstein, Rorty also believes in quietism. Quietism is the view 

that the role of philosophy lies in dissolving problems rather than solving it. 

 

 

III.Anti-essential Nominalism 

 

Nominalism is a metaphysical view that there are no universal and abstract entities 

.What exists is particulars or concrete objects. Rorty subscribes to one kind of 

nominalism. For him it is the non-essential linguistic entities that exist. 

 

Rorty's nominalism has to be understood as the bottom line of two of his 

philosophical positions. One is his denial of any kind of epistemological relation 

                         

81 Rorty, Objectivity, Relatvism and Truth, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, New York, 

1991), p. 43 
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between world and the subject. The second is his characterization of language and self 

as contingent so that the essentialism can no longer enter into his scheme. 

 

III. 1. Anti epistemological position 

 

Epistemology has been the cornerstone of modern philosophy. Epistemology had 

been used as the main tool to resolve the Cartesian dualism. With the arrival of Kant, 

epistemology had developed to face more difficult problems of philosophy such as 

asking the very possibility of experience itself. But the problem of the epistemic gap 

between subject and the world had remained unsolved. Rorty dismisses this gap as the 

result of a wrong epistemological practice which is the result of a wrong notion of 

subject-world relation. His primary weapon of anti-epistemological position is anti-

representationalism. 

 

III. 1. A. Anti-representationalism 

 

As the project to to settle the worries created by the Cartesian dualism regarding the 

possibility of knowledge remained to be solved, different theories have been 

formulated. The basic worry was to connect the two substances of completely 

different characteristics. The most appealing answer to this was that language or 

thought represents the world. If that is the case we are justified in believing in the 

propositions we made about world, where the only necessity was the correctness of 

representation. If the proposition correctly represents the world, then the proposition 

attains the label of 'true'. If not, it is false. 
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This project demands the ordering of world in the model of language. Then only we 

can satisfactorily say that language mirrors the world. So the world must possess 

atomic facts like its counterpart in language, the sentences. So at the end of the day, 

we have two structures in our hand which are almost similar and one is the 

representation of the other. This is precisely the representational picture of language. 

 

According to Rorty, these philosophers had an idea that language/mind is a mirror of 

nature. This is, for him, a faulty idea. A cure for this is disregarding the supremacy of 

the notion of truth in philosophy. 

 

In simple terms, representationalism is the view that there is a direct relation between 

‘us’ and ‘Reality’. Anti-representationalism is the rejection of this thesis. The 

representational model is based on one of the two views mentioned below. 

1. Reality is there and we can understand it. 

2. Reality is what we understand. 

The view that Reality is there but we cannot understand it is not a problem for Rorty 

but the above views are problematic for him because there is an intervention of 

epistemology in the latter views. The epistemology builds up a representational 

picture in order to justify our beliefs about ‘Reality’. 

 

The representational model can be of two types. One is that language is a 

representation of reality. The other is that language must be a representation of reality. 

Russell maintained the latter whereas Kant and Wittgenstein would go for the former. 

Both of these models suffer a lot from their respective ontology. There can be three 

different ways the representational model can give the truth value of a sentence: 
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1. Truth value of a sentence is due to the structure of subjectivity. 

2. Truth value of a sentence is due to the picturing relation a sentence has with 

reality. 

3. Truth value of a sentence is due to the referential relation a sentence has 

with fact. 

The anti-representationalism refutes all the three ways. These three models carry out 

three major postulates of representationalism such as the notion of ‘a priori’, 

‘correspondence’ and ‘strict reference’ respectively. We can find the first view in 

Kant, second in Wittgenstein and the third in Russell. 

 

Rorty was influenced by many philosophers in developing his view of anti-

representationalism. Starting from Nietzsche, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, Dewey and his 

contemporaries like Putnam and Brandom, he systematically connects his views to the 

theories of many philosophers. Nietzsche’s idea of truth influenced him to a large 

extent. Later Wittgenstein’s use theory of meaning and notion of language as a tool 

also influenced him. 

 

His theoretical demolition of representationalism is notably based on Wilfred Sellar’s 

critique of ‘the Given’ and W.V.O Quine’s critique on analytic synthetic distinction. 

The holism provided by Sellar and Quine taken together gives the theoretical insight 

for anti-representationalism. 

 

Wilfred Sellars has given a critique of the logical independence of observational fact 

or ‘the given’. He is attacking the foundationalistic picture of knowledge. The 
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foundationalists hold a view that certain beliefs are non-inferentially given to us such 

as observational statements and they are the foundations of our knowledge. Sellars 

denies this idea. To take a simple observational statement such as, “this is green”, to 

be a knowledge claim, the observer has to satisfy minimally two logical conditions: he 

must have an idea of the concept of ‘green’ and he must have the competence of 

expressing that statement. So any observational statements must have presupposed 

some other concept. Sellars says, 

One of the forms taken by the Myth of the Given is the idea that there is, 

indeed must be, a structure of particular matter of fact such that (a) each fact 

can not only be noninferentially known to be the case, but presupposes no 

other knowledge either of particular matter of fact, or of general truths; and (b) 

such that the noninferential knowledge of facts belonging to this structure 

constitutes the ultimate court of appeals for all factual claims -- particular and 

general -- about the world. It is important to note that I characterized the 

knowledge of fact belonging to this stratum as not only noninferential, but as 

presupposing no knowledge of other matter of fact, whether particular or 

general. It might be thought that this is a redundancy, that knowledge (not 

belief or conviction, but knowledge) which logically presupposes knowledge 

of other facts must be inferential. This, however, as I hope to show, is itself an 

episode in the Myth82 

For Rorty, although Sellars gets out of the foundationalistic framework, he continues 

to conceive truth as a central notion. This is because, for Rorty, Sellars did not give up 

the necessary-contingent distinction. 

                         

82 Sellars, ‘Does Empirical Knowledge Have a Foundation’, in Epistemology An Anthology, Ed. 

Earnst Sosa and Jaegwon Kim, (BlackwllPblishing Ltd, Malden, 2000), p. 120 
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Quine in his “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”83 gives a critique of the notion of 

‘analyticity’. He is attacking the essentialist notion of meaning. The essentialistic 

notion of meaning is that meaning or intension of a word is different from the 

denotation/extension of that word. He says that essentialism leads to a position in 

which some statements are true by virtue of their meaning. Among these statements 

which are known as analytic statements one set of statements puts synonyms for 

synonyms. Quine rejects the necessary-contingent distinction by explaining the 

impossibility of providing a definition of analyticity because the analytic statements 

are the necessary statements. After his critique of the second dogma, the 

reductionism, he provides a holistic picture of sentences where all sentences co-exist. 

He calls it the ‘web of belief’.84 

 

Rorty combines these two theories. One is the critique of ‘the given’ and the other is 

the critique of necessary contingent distinction. For him if these two perish our 

representational picture will also perish. 

 

Donald Davidson gives a critique of the third dogma which is the scheme-content 

distinction; in his paper “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme”85.According to 

Davidson the third dogma of empiricism continues to uphold distinction between 

                         

83 Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”, in The Philosophical Review 60 (1951): 20-43. 

Reprinted in W.V.O. Quine, From a Logical Point of View (Harvard University Press, 1953; second, 

revised, edition 1961) 

84 Ibid. 

85 Davidson, “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme” in Inquiries into Truth and 

Interpretation, (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1984) 
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scheme and content or the sentence and the fact as independent of each other. This 

view is faulty because we cannot explain scheme or content without relying on the 

other. That means if you take scheme, content is already present in it and if you take a 

content, scheme is already present in it. Though they are theoretically different, they 

are not distinct from each other. There is no ontological gap between them. This is an 

explicit anti representationalist position. Davidson and Rorty agree a large extent in 

terms of anti representationalism and the de-epistemologising of language. They 

differ in semantic notion of Truth. For Davidson it is a crucial notion for language use 

and for Rorty it is not. 

 

 

III. 2. Rorty's notion of Contingency 

 

The notion of contingency is one of the main ideas in Rorty’s philosophy. This is the 

other side of his rejection of necessary or essential truth. The notion of contingency is 

applied to language, self and community. 

 

III. 2. A. The Contingent Nature of Language. 

 

Language as the central concept lies between human reality and the world. This 

relation between the language bearer and the world is said to be based on the concept 

of truth. So the concept of truth is central to all our understanding of the world. If our 

notion of truth goes down, the objectivity of knowledge cannot survive. Rorty makes 

the following argument: Truth is a property of sentences. Sentences/ language is 

created by human beings and they cannot exist independently of human mind. So 
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truth cannot exist out there. If truth is not out there, then we cannot say there is 

necessity out there. If there is no necessity out there, then there is no objectivity in our 

sentences. By saying ‘there is no truth out there’, Rorty means that there is no definite 

structure of world out there as represented in language. That means world does not 

splits itself into facts. So, for Rorty, language is not a representation of reality. 

 

Then, what is language? Rorty answers it by giving his own interpretation of 

Wittgenstein and Davidson. According to Rorty, Wittgenstein and Davidson follows a 

‘tool’ conception of vocabulary. Here vocabularies are considered as tools to build 

meaning. There are different tools. None among them can be reduced to another and 

none among them is more important than the other. Language develops through 

history. On the process of history some vocabularies are used more than the other. 

The more-used-metaphors turn out to be recognized as nearer to reality. So the 

contingency of language and the ‘centrality’ of some concepts are explained on the 

basis of an evolusionary process. In Rorty’s words, “Our language and our culture are 

as much a contingency, as much a result of thousands of small mutations finding 

niches (and millions of others finding no niches), as are the orchids and the 

anthropoids.”86 

 

III. 2. B. The Contingent Nature of Self 

 

We have seen that the language allows us to create new vocabularies. Rorty was 

heavily influenced by Nietzsche on the matter of truth. Nietzsche explained truth as “a 

                         

86 Rorty, Contingency, irony and solidariy, (Cambridge university press, Cambridge, 1989), p.16 
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mobile army of metaphors.” Though he rejected the idea of truth he did not give up 

the notion of self.But he was against accepting   the old descriptions of self. Instead 

we should find our own knowledge of self. For him,self- knowledge is self-creation. It 

is a kind of redescription. Rorty says, “To fail as a poet -and thus, for Nietzsche , to 

fail as a human being- is to accept somebody else’s description of oneself, to execute 

a previously prepared program, to write, at most, elegant variations of previously 

written poems.”87 

 

Keeping Nietzschean self as the backdrop, he further explains self on the basis of 

Freudean conception of self. Rorty sees Freud as a ‘moralist who de-divinize the self 

by tracking conscience home to its origin in the contingencies of our upbringing.’ 

Freud explains our behavior on the basis of our situations. So, for Rorty, self is a 

redescription based on our contingent situations. 

 

III. 2.C. Ironism 

 

Ironism is the philosophical position of questioning the basic principles of human 

beliefs. More clearly, it questions our 'final vocabulary.' He says that all humans carry 

a set of words to justify their actions and beliefs. This vocabulary includes the words 

like, ‘good’, ‘true’, ‘right’ and ‘beautiful’. Rorty defines the final vocabulary in the 

following way: 

All human beings carry about a set of words which they employ to justify their 

actions, their beliefs, and their lives. These are the words in which we 

formulate praise of our friends and contempt for our enemies, our long-term 

                         

87  Ibid, p.28 
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projects, our deepest self-doubts and our highest hopes. They are the words in 

which we tell, sometimes prospectively and sometimes retrospectively, the 

story of our lives. I shall call these words a person's"final vocabulary."88 

 

According to Rorty an ironist is someone who continuously doubts the final 

vocabulary. She also thinks that no vocabulary is closer to reality than the other. She 

will be a liberalist if she believes ‘cruelty is the worst thing they do’. Ironists are the 

intellectuals in a liberal society and the non-intellectuals are commonsensical 

nominalists and historicists. Ironists like Nietzche and Proust argue for private 

perfection by self-redescption. 

 

III. 3. Rorty's Nominalism 

 

Meaning of a sentence is not derived from a representational relation it has with the 

world. It is the representational theory that demanded truth value of sentences. So 

when we give up the notion of representation we are no longer in need of explaining 

the truth value of some sentences using representational. Meaning is no longer appeal 

to any abstract entities 'out there’, like the truth-conditions. 

 

Meaning is understood precisely in the realm of language itself. Unlike the language 

of representational paradigm, Rorty's notion of language is that of a non-

representational and contingent phenomenon. There is no necessary relation between 

sentences and meaning. The relation between the sentences can be explained only 

                         

88  Ibid. p.73 
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within the system of language. That is, language as a whole gives rise to meaning of 

the sentence. This is Rorty’s non-essentialist nominalism. 

 

 

IV. Rorty's Pragmatism 

 

Pragmatism is a philosophical view that the solution of any dispute in philosophy lies 

in the practicality of those positions. We should choose only those concepts and 

theories which which have more practical applicability or which are more useful. The 

pragmatic theory of truth accordingly,demands the political applicability of concepts 

and theories. 

 

Pragmatism for Rorty is the philosophy which does not engage in any ahistorical 

essentialist enquiries for figuring out truth and it is rather interested in the working 

conditions of the ideas or concepts. For him pragmatism has to be devoid of the 

Kantian epistemological legacy. His pragmatism is more akin to that of James's and 

Dewey's than that of Peirce's. Rorty says that Peirce has remained a Kantian and what 

he did was only preparing the way for pragmatism. Rorty says that Pragmatism of 

James and Dewey was a reaction to this kantianism. “Peirce himself remained the 

most Kantian of thinkers -- the most convinced that philosophy gave us an all-

embracing ahistorical context in which every other species of discourse could be 

assigned its proper place and rank. It was just this Kantian assumption that there was 

such a context, and that epistemology or semantics could discover it, against which 

James and Dewey reacted.” 89 

                         

89 Rorty, “Pragmatism, Relativism and Irrationalism” , Proceedings and Addresses of the 
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Rorty gives three characteristics of pragmatism. They are the following: 

1. Pragmatism is an anti-essentialism applied to the notions like truth, knowledge 

and morality. It is possible for someone to connect the bits and pieces of world 

with similar words and sentences of the language. This isomorphism has to be 

seen purely as accidental. But it would be wrong to assume that there is an 

underlying relation between the the world and language such that we are able 

to connect them. The question of truth in terms of this essentialism will not 

enlighten us regarding the value of truth of what  we believe. That is, it will 

not say why it is good to believe in a set of truth we believe. Rorty says, 

“Those who want truth to have an essence want knowledge, or rationality, or 

inquiry, or the relation between thought and its object, to have an essence. 

Further, they want to be able to use their knowledge of such essences to 

criticize views they take to be false, and to point the direction of progress 

toward the discovery of more truths. James' thinks these hopes are vain. There 

are no essences anywhere in the area. There is no wholesale, epistemological, 

way to direct, or criticize, or underwrite, the course of inquiry.” 90 

2. Rorty's second characterization of pragmatism is this: “there is no 

epistemological difference between truth about what ought to be and truth 

about what is, nor any metaphysical difference between facts and values, nor 

any methodological difference between morality and science” 91 Scientists and 

the scientific minded philosophers think that a defined methodology could 

                                                                       

American Philosophical Association, Vol. 53, No. 6, Aug., 1980, pp. 717+719-738 

90 Ibid,  p. 722 

91 Ibid,  p. 723 
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lead them into truth. Rorty says that it is often a myth. It is also a myth that 

people resolves their moral problems using ethical theory. We do not arrive at 

conclusions through mechanical procedures. Epistemology-centered 

philosophy is a search for a methodology to figure out the mechanical 

procedure,for arriving at truth. 

3. Rorty's third characterization of pragmatism: “ it is the doctrine that there are 

no constraints on inquiry save conversational ones -- no wholesale constraints 

derived from the nature of the objects, or of the mind, or of language, but only 

those retail constraints provided by the remarks of our fellow-inquirers”92 

 

Pragmatists would not accept that the objects constrain us to believe the truth about 

them and only to be revealed to scientific minded people. This position is thematically 

the core to Rorty's philosophy. 

 

IV. 1. Pragmatism and Relativism 

 

The question about relativism is often raised about Rorty's relativism. The reason for 

that is its admission of ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism is the doctrine that the truth is 

constituted by the communities or the ethnic groups. Rorty consider it as a misguided 

construal of realism. 

 

Rorty says that the traditional notion of relativism can mean the following, 

1. Every belief is as good as every other. 

                         

92 Ibid. p. 726 
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2. There are different meanings to a sentence based on different forms of justification. 

3. Justification procedures of society are enough to settle down the problems 

regarding truth. 

 

The third view is admitted by pragmatists while the other two are refuted. So for 

Rorty pragmatism cannot be treated as a form of relativism. The accusation of 

relativism on pragmatism is a construction of the realist mind. The realists apply their 

framework of representationalism to pragmatism. However, since pragmatism is more 

concerned with the practical affairs, they are not interested in the representational 

framework. “The realist is, once again, projecting his own habits of thought upon the 

pragmatist when he charges him with relativism. For the realist thinks that the whole 

point of philosophical thought is to detach oneself from any particular community and 

look down at it from a more universal standpoint. When he hears the pragmatist 

repudiating the desire for such a standpoint he cannot quite believe it. He thinks that 

everyone, deep down inside, must want such detachment. So he attributes to the 

pragmatist a perverse form of his own attempted detachment, and sees him as an 

ironic, sneering aesthete who refuses to take the choice between communities, a mere 

“relativist.””93According to Rorty, pragmatists take their community too seriously. A 

pragmatist is an ethnocentricist and not a relativist. 

 

IV. 2. Solidarity and ethnocentrism 

 

                         

93 Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism and Truth, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, New York, 

1991),  p. 30 



 

 

97 

 

According to Rorty, meaning can be chosen from the web of beliefs since sentences 

can be recontextualized. We can choose the meaning out of its pragmatic value. But, 

how can we pinpoint the pragmatic value? Who decides what is pragmatically good? 

Rorty's answer is that we decide what is good according to the norms of the ethnic 

group which we belongs to. 

 

The ethnocentrism is the view that truth is decided by the ethnic justificatory 

mechanisms. Rorty's pragmatism, as we saw, does not make a distinction between 

truth and our familiar notions of justification. As he says, “...there is nothing to be 

said about either truth or rationality apart from the descriptions of the familiar 

procedures of justification which a given society -ours- uses in one or other area of 

inquiry”94 This is precisely his ethnocentric position. 

 

The ethnic concepts are embedded in our thought process in such a way that our 

thinking is directed by it. Scienticism, propagates the idea that science is the ultimate 

justificatory mechanism through which we decide truth. Rorty would say that when 

scientists make their decisions they already presuppose the mode of justification of 

their concerned ethnic community. So nobody is out of this ethnic intuition. “To be 

ethnocentric is to divide the human race into the people to whom one must justify 

one's belief and the others. The first group -one's ethnos- comprises those who share 

enough of one's belief to make fruitful conversation possible. In this sense, everybody 

is ethnocentric when engaged in actual debate, no matter how much realist rhetoric 

about objectivity he produces in his study.” 95 

                         

94 Ibid,  p. 23 

95 Ibid,  p. 30 
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We have seen Rorty's notion of contingency of our existence. About this contingency 

of our self and language, the representationalist picture of world often fails to answer. 

He says, “...one consequence of anti-representationalism is the recognition that no 

description of how things are from a God's eye point of view, no skyhook provided by 

some contemporary or yet-to-be-developed science is going to free us from the 

contingency of having been accultured as we are”.96 Our only hope in a non-

essentialistic cultural system is the solidarity we can have about truth or other notions. 

 

 

 

 

IV. 2. A. Solidarity 

 

The mode of justification in an ethnocentric world view is solidarity. What solidarity 

does is to give the idea of being a part of a particular community. Among the different 

forms of solidarity Rorty takes into account the ethnic form of solidarity. He 

apparently rejects the concept of human solidarity. Human solidarity is the idea that 

there is a unity of attitude among human being as a form of species-behaviour. Rorty 

considers this as a form of essentialism. He sees it as a form of overcoming the 

tension between the private and the public by the traditional epistemologist. He says, 

“A universalistic ethics seems incompatible with ironism, simply because it is hard to 
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imagine stating such an ethic without some docmine about the nature of man.Such an 

appeal to real essence is the antithesis of ironism”97 

 

The mechanism of having solidarity with the immediate cultural group is a social fact. 

We recognize ourselves primarily with the ethnic group in which we are situated. 

Then we may go on with the bigger groups we belong to. Human solidarity is the 

farthest and weakest among them. So the depth of human solidarity is very less. 

“Their point is that at the "deepest" level of the self there is no sense of human 

solidarity, that this sense is a "mere" artifact of human socialization. So such skeptics 

become antisocial. They turn their backs on the very idea of a community larger than 

a tiny circle of initiates.”98 

 

Solidarity is empathy towards our surroundings. This empathy is not a pre-existing 

fact but we create in the process of socialization. We find ourselves with our 

immediate other. “Solidarity is not discovered by reflection but created. It is created 

by increasing our sensitivity to the particular details of the pain and humiliation of 

other, unfamiliar sorts of people.”99 

 

Metaphysics used to be a search for the essential human nature in order to give 

meaning to human solidarity. Metaphysicians want to go beyond the idea that human 

beings are centerless webs of beliefs and desires. But Rorty showed that such 

                         

97 Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, (Cambridge University Press, Cambidge, New York, 

1989),  p. 88 
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essentialistic picture of human nature is a lie. So to achieve human solidarity we 

voluntarily wish for that. 

 

Solidarity is a selfish hope to retain our final vocabulary. But such a selfish hope does 

not do any harm if some form of human solidarity we can arrive at. We generally 

empathize with the pain of someone of a different ethnic group. “On her conception, 

human solidarity is not a matter of sharing a common truth or a common goal but of 

sharing a common selfish hope, the hope that one's world - the little things around 

which one has woven into one's final vocabulary - will not be destroyed. For public 

purposes, it does not matter if everybody's final vocabulary is different, as long as 

there is enough overlap so that everybody has some words with which to express the 

desirability of entering into other people’s fantasies as well as into one’s own…Her 

hope is that she will not be limited by her own final vocabulary when faced with 

 humiliating someone with a quite different final vocabulary.”100 

 

IV. 3. Recontextualization 

 

“Think of human minds as web of beliefs and desires, of sentential attitudes- webs 

which continually reweave themselves so as to accommodate new sentential 

attitudes”.101This is how Rorty draws the picture of the belief-system of the human 

beings and also of their language system. 
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Language does not have a necessary structure. It is contingent. Sentences in it are 

interlinked in such a way that meaning has to be selected out of its relations. The 

contingent nature allows sentences to connect with new groups of sentences or new 

contexts. Maybe the new context puts strains on the old ones or maybe we find the 

new ones are more enriching than the old. This self-reweaving web of beliefs is the 

foundation of Rorty's theory of recontextualization. 

 

What happens when we land on a new context is that our age old belief will begin to 

undergo some changes. This is a move from a habit to an inquiry. This movement 

happens as a part of the process of addition or subtraction of beliefs. At certain point 

of this process we realize that our sentence is in a new context which has a new 

meaning. This is recontextualization. The recontextualization is a process of revising 

our beliefs. 

 

 

V. On Truth and Objectivity 

 

V. 1. Two kinds of Truth. 

 

Rorty explains two different senses of truth. One is in the absolutistic sense and the 

other is the ordinary linguistic notion of truth. The notion of absolute truth is the 

product of epistemic-centred imagination. An absolute truth is ahistorical and 

unchangeable. Rorty completely dismiss this notion of truth. The second is that of the 

ordinary, day-to-day life usage of truth. This, for him, has some pragmatic utility. 
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The second sense of the term truth is the notion of truth which Davidson uses to 

explain meaning. He agrees with Davidson in saying that the meaning can be 

explained using the truth-value of a sentence. Though Davidson's theory focuses on 

the cultural opacity of the languages, Rorty focuses on the cultural diversity of it. He 

even allows a family resemblance in the usage of 'true' by different societies.  

 

V. 2. The Pragmatic notion of Truth 

 

We have seen Rorty’s version of pragmatism. Truth, for him, is a norm just like good. 

Philosophy, for Rorty, is nearer to literature than to science. Its aim is not to figure out 

the truth but to explicate the possibilities of describing different viewpoints. 

Following James, Rorty equates truth with good. “On James view, “true” resembles 

“good” or “rational” in being a normative notion, a compliment paid to sentences that 

seem to be paying their way and that fit in with other sentences that seem to be paying 

their way and that fit in with other sentences which are doing so. To think that truth is 

“out there”102 

 

Truth for him, as we have seen, is a value like good. The definitions of truth available 

in philosophy of language may pragmatically allow us to deal with different issues 

such as Davidson's, truth-theoretic use of it in understanding the learnability of 

language. But these construals of truth can never prove the objective notion of 

truth.103 
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V. 3. Truth as a creation of Language 

 

Language is not subservient to the world. It works on its own. The world out there is 

impossible to be captured. What we have is the possibilities of theorizing about the 

world using the tools provided by language. Words are created by the language and so 

is truth. Rorty says: 

To say that the world is out there, that it is not our creation, is to say, with 

common sense, that most things in space and time are the effects of causes 

which do not include human mental states. To say that truth is not out there is 

simply to say that where there are no sentences there is no truth that sentences 

are elements of human languages, and that human Languages are human 

creations.104 

 

Realists would say that the truth is the notion that connects language and world. So it 

has to be outside the language and existing on its own. It exists as the intrinsic nature 

of the world. For Rorty it is pragmatically unnecessary to imagine such an intrinsic 

nature of world. He says, “To say that there is no such thing as intrinsic nature is not 

to say that the intrinsic nature of reality has turned out, surprisingly enough, to be 

extrinsic. It is to say that the term "intrinsic nature" is one which it would pay us not 

to use, an expression which has caused more trouble than it has been worth.”105 What 

is in our possession is not the world, but the language. What we can imagine about 
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truth, without supposing extra entities in our ontology is that the truth is a word in our 

language. “Truth cannot be out there - cannot exist independently of the human mind 

- because sentences cannot exist so , or be out there. The world is out there, but 

descriptions of the world are not. Only descriptions of the world can be true or 

false.”106 

 

Since the truth is a product of our language use, it changes according to the way we 

use language. This does not mean that truth will attain a new meaning which is 

altogether different from its earlier use. But it means that the components of a 

sentence such as the reference and meaning might change according to the new way 

of using a sentence. Truth-value would change in terms of this new use. For Rorty, 

this truth-value would direct us to create a theory of meaning. Apart from this use 

truth does not have any higher purposes. 

 

V. 4. Truth as Justification 

 

In his later book, Truth and Progress, Rorty slightly deviates from the ordinary notion 

of truth. He began to criticise the notion of truth as absolutistic by viewing that the 

notion of justification is enough to do its job. Truth in terms of justification also has a 

pragmatic origin since justification is a human process. He says: 

Truth is, to be sure, an absolute notion in the following sense: “true for me but 

not for you” and “true in my culture and not in yours” are weird pointless 

locutions. So is “true then, but not now.” Whereas we often say “good for this 

purpose, but not for that” and “right in this situation but not in that,” it seems 
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pointlessly paradoxical to relativize truth to purposes or situations. On the 

other hand, “justified for me but not for you” (or justified in my culture and 

not in yours”) makes perfect sense. So when James said that “the true is the 

good in the way of belief” he was accused of confusing justification with truth, 

the relative with the absolute.107 

He considers justification as the only criterion of truth. Every application of the word 

truth is relative to the situation since the justification is based on the community. It is 

not for once and for all. Justification changes according as the language game 

changes. Our final vocabulary as well as many sentences based on that, what appears 

to be indubitable in certain point of view. But Rorty says all sentences in a vocabulary 

can be doubted. “.. there are no beliefs that can be known to be immune to all possible 

doubt.”108 

 

But the justificatory notion does not completely wipe out the absolutistic conception 

of truth. Although the criterion of truth is said to be justification, the nature of truth 

may not be the same. It is precisely because justification does not fulfill our intuition 

about truth. For, Rorty, our pragmatic recourse is to follow Davidson in saying truth is 

indefinable. 

 

V. 5. Truth and Objectivity 

 

According to Rorty,the  Realists holds the following thesis, 

1. World is independent of our beliefs. 
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2. World has an essential structure. 

3. Truth is the correspondence between world and sentence. 

Objective notion of truth, for Rorty ,is a confusion between the first and the second 

ideas. Rorty would accept the first one with some relaxation. It is not a metaphysical 

fact for him, rather, simply as a belief which has no reason to be doubted.According 

to Rorty, a desire for objectivity is the product of our fear of the end of the 

community. For Rorty, Davidson's attack on scheme-content distinction would no 

longer let us use the concept of objectivity, because if the representational picture 

goes, the scientific objectivity which is based on the premise that the world is 

structurally available to us will also go. Rorty finds his solution to this in Nietzsche’s 

notion of solidarity. Rorty invokes Nietzsche's notion of truth as the mobile army of 

metaphors which eventually becomes obligatory to people. Rorty explains his 

suggestion in the following way:“The pragmatic suggestion that we substitute a 

“merely” ethical foundation for our sense of community – or, better, that we think of 

our sense of community as having no foundation except the shared hope and the trust 

created by such sharing – is put forward on practical grounds....It is a suggestion 

about how we might think of ourselves in order to avoid the kind of resentful 

belatedness – characteristic of the bad side of Nietzsche – which now characterises 

much of the high culture.”109 

 

Conclusion 
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Rorty's philosophy can be called as a pragmatic nominalism. He is a nominalist in the 

sense that he does not accept the existence of abstract objects or relations. What he is 

accepting is the language and human beliefs. Even language and beliefs are not 

related within themselves with anything essential. The relations among the sentences 

are that of pragmatic. So he is a pragmatic nominalist. 

 

His philosophical position allows him to swing around the analytical and continental 

modes of thought since he accepts new methods of interpretation. Truth for him is one 

among the many concepts which has some pragmatic utility and nothing more than 

that. Truth for him is a tool for showing the contextuality of meaning. 

 

He does not go for an essentialistic explanation of human nature. He would never 

beinterested in the rationalistic picture of human beings. He would rather go with a 

picture of a never ending inquier. He would consider go with the picture of an 

imaginative man than a rational man. 
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In the Analytic tradition, the philosophical discourse regarding the nature of truth and 

objectivity has got a new shape in the second half of twentieth century. As against the 

first half which was passionately striving to back up science by atomism and 

representational theories, the second half was for new methods in philosophising and 

even for some radical views like anti-representationalism and epistemological 

anarchism. This new tendencies in philosophy of language were mostly an effect of 

Quine, Sellars and Davidson. Quine's rejection of analyticity, Sellars doubts regarding 

the given and Davidson's diapproval of scheme-content distinction are the key 

elements that shaped the new outlook on truth and objectivity.  

 

The philosophers in the post Quinean age who were dealing with the philosophical 

issues of language, epistemology and metaphysics have responded in some or other 

way to this new outlook. It was Richard Rorty who moulded his philosophy in this 

tradition but interpreted this tradition a completely new way. The challenge he posed 

to the new outlook is pretty intreuiging, that is, he is accepting the key tenets of the 

new outlook but interpreting it in a different manner altogether. There were many 

other philosophers who were very much influenced by the new outlook and had a 

philsophical theory of their own. Most notable among them are Hilary Putnam, John 

McDowell and Robert Brandom. 

 

Analysing the arguments of these will provide us with systematic suggestions to 

evaluate the problem of truth in general and helps us to capture the exact outlines of 

the debate in particular. All the more the philosophies of these thinkers are connected 

to each other and it will be difficult to ignore one for the other.  
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I. Hilary Putnam 

 

Hilary Putnam is an analytic philosopher known for his works in the fields of 

philosophy of language and science. He is recognized to be changing his 

philosophical position time to time. I am focusing on his philosophy which he 

developed in the period between 1975 to 1990, mostly. In this period he was 

presenting a philosophy called Internal Realism. 

 

I. 1. Internal Realism 

 

Internal Realism is to be understood in contrast with Metaphysical Realism. Putnam 

considers Metaphysical realism as an externalist position while Internal Realism is an 

internalist position primarily based on the ontological status of meaning. A 

metaphysical Realism consists of following doctrines110: 

 

 1. The world consists of the fixed totality of mind-independent objects. 

 2. There is a true and comple description of the nature of world. 

 3. Truth lies in the correspondence between words and objects. 

Putnam's Internal Realism does not dispute the idea that there are objects in the world. 

But for him it is not epistemically independent. Putnam also denies that the truth lies 

in word-object corresondence. 

 

I. 2. Reference of Natural kind terms 
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A natural kind term is a term that refers to any natural object such as orange, gold and 

cats. Referring to a natural kind is traditionally (Frege and Russell) understood as 

based on the meaning which is based on description. The major worries of this view is 

that there may be deviant cases in a class which would not agree to the description of 

all properties and the description changes if the scientists discover new fact about the 

object. It is not the competent speaker of a language but the scientist who figures out 

the nature of an object. 

 

In his 1973 paper “Explanation and Reference”111, Putnam gives a causal explanation 

of natural kind reference. In that paper he says that the reference of a natural kind 

term is fixed by causal connection between the term and the event it refers to. An 

event that is referred by the term is introduced to the speaker through an appropriate 

definite description. The causal connection between the word and its reference is not 

directly linked to the object but to the event in which the object is introduced to a 

speaker. This is precisely because it is through the context that the speaker is able to 

figure out the application or use of the term. So the definite description is based on 

that particular context of introduction of the object.  

 

In his 1975 paper “Meaning of 'Meaning'”112, he elaborates this externalist position of 

meaning. Externalism is a philosophical position of arguing that the meaning of a 
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word lies outside of our head. The contrasting position to this is that of arguing that 

the meaning is inside our head (as brain wave, sense, etc.,) and this position is known 

as internalism. 

 

He criticises the traditional theories of reference. The traditional theories rest upon 

two major assumptions. 

1. Meaning is a state of mind. The traditional view suggests that the 

knowing the meaning of a term means being in a particular psychological 

state. Thus meaning is to be understood as sense or as proposition. 

2. Sense of a term determines its extension. It is through the description 

that we are able to pin point the object of reference. Different senses can 

have the same extension, but different extensions cannot have the same 

sense. 

Putnam argues that though these are individually appealing, jointly they make a 

mistake. The first one states that the sense is a psychological state. The second states 

that same sense does not refer to two objects. That means two persons who have the 

same psychological state about a term must be referring to the same object. Putnam 

says this may not be true. For that he gives a thought experiment. 

 

Putnam imagines a twin earth113. This twin earth is almost the same as the earth we 

live. Twin earth also has human beings as similar to us in every detail. They think and 

behave just like humans of earth. The only difference the twin earth has with the earth 

                         

113 Putnam, “Meaning and Reference”, in The Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 70, No. 19, Seventieth 

Annual Meeting of the American Philosophical Association Eastern Division (Nov. 8, 1973), pp. 699-

711 



 

 

112 

 

is in the chemical combination of water. Their water has the chemical combination of 

XYZ and not H2O. Apart from this there is no difference between the water in the two 

earths. They have the same uses. Before the development of chemistry in both earths, 

the earthlings as well as the twinearthlings used the term water to refer to water in the 

two earths. We cannot differentiate their psychological states in using the term, but the 

objects they are referring to are fundamentally two substances.  

 

The suggestion Putnam gives here is that the fixing of a reference has some ostensive 

component. That means the meaning of a natural kind term is fixed with an act of 

introducing it in a certain context with some ostensive factors. The meaning of the 

term water is fixed by pointing at the water. So when the earthlings point at the water 

their meaning is fixed by the water on the earth and when twinearthlings do that their 

meaning gets fixed by the water there. 

 

Putnam concludes that the first assumption of the traditional theory is wrong. The first 

assumption was that the meaning is a psychological state. But we have seen that the 

same psychological state can refer to different things. But the second assumption of 

traditional theories can be taken into account because it is precisely through the sense 

that we fix the reference. 

 

So the meaning of a natural kind term is not inside our head but it lies with our 

interaction with the natural kind itself. That means meaning is not internal but 

external. 

 

I. 3. Representation. 
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In his thought experiment of ‘Brains in a vat'114, Putnam provides an imagery of an 

ant which accidentally makes a shape which looks like Winston Churchill. Can we 

consider such a shape as a representation of Churchill? According to him, we cannot 

count it as a representation, based on our commonsense. If so, what is the criterion of 

representation? 

 

Imagine a cartoonist drawing a caricature of Churchill. For Putnam, it could be 

counted as a representation because the cartoonist wilfully drew that. An accidental 

shape cannot be treated as a form of representation of something. But a human being 

can be counted as  making a representation because he is performing the activity of 

presenting something intentionally. This intentionality is the key to the concept of 

representation. 

 

An accidental ant's path does not have any intentionality because it is nothing but a 

physical object. No physical object is a representation of something else. Physical 

objects will not refer to something else. Without the referring no representation is 

possible. On the contrary, mental images, thoughts have the function of referring. So a 

drawing made by a human being with the intention of referring will represent the 

object it refers to. 

 

Similarly, imagine a case in which a picture of a tree dropped from a spacecraft to a 

planet which has no trees. What could be the suppositions of the intelligent beings on 
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that planet about this picture? For them it will not be a representation of a tree. 

Similar is the case with the words. No random association of letters will refer to 

something. Imagine some monkeys randomly hitting keys on a type writer and the 

copy turn out to be an excellent literary work!  

 

I. 3. A. The Brain in a Vat Argument. 

 

The brain in a vat is a sceptical imagery115. It goes like the following. An evil genius 

placed a human brain in a vat full of liquid. This brain is connected to a super 

computer. The computer sends signal to this brain and the brain feels different 

sensations. Everything the brain thinks and does is the signals supplied by the super 

computer. The computer generates a virtual condition of reality in which the brain 

counts itself as a person. The brain feels like seeing an object when the computer says 

so. Suppose we are all brains in a vat. How do we make sense of our mental 

represetation and truth? 

 

Putnam would say that such a condition is impossible because it is self-refuting. A 

self-refuting statement is that which is falsified by its own truth. Such as 'everyone in 

my group are liars'. 

 

In a brain in a vat scenario, the computer sends a signal to the brain and says “this is a 

tree”. There are no external objects in the brain in a vat condition. The statement is 

bound to be false because there are no trees in the scenario of brain in a vat. The 

“tree” in this virtual world does not refer to an actual tree. Thus the semantics of the 
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statement becomes unclear. Similarly, in the virtual condition, the computer sends the 

statement “I am a brain in a vat”. Clearly, the “brain” in this situation does not refer to 

the actual brain because it is a signal provided by the computer. Putnam says, “There 

is some causal connection between the machine and the real world apples, etc., via the 

perceptual experience and knowledge of the creator-designers. But such a weak 

connection can hardly suffice for reference. Not only is it logically possible, though 

fantastically improbable, that the same machine could have existed even apples, fields 

and steeples had not existed; more important, the machine is utterly insensitive to the 

continued existence of apples, fields, steeples, etc. Even if all these things ceased to 

exist, the machine would still discourse just as happily in the same way.  That is why 

the machine cannot be regarded as referring at all.”116 

 

The argument is as follows: In a brain in a vat condition,  

1. The statement “brain in a vat” does not refer to brain in a vat 

2. If the statement “brain in a vat” does not refer to brain in a vat, then the satement is 

false. 

3. Thus “I am brain in a vat” is self-refuting. 

 

I. 4. Rejection of God’s eye view 

 

God's eye view, for Putnam is a part of metaphysical realism. The God's eye view is 

that there is a complete and true description of the world from a perspective out of 

human context.  
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In whose perspective is the brain in a vat scenario described? This is not told from the 

human's perspective as the humans are inside the vat. It is not even told from an 

alien's perspective who is engaging with our world because the world consists of 

actual objects.  The brain in a vat situation is actually described out of the human 

context. The brain in a vat arguments collapses because it detaches the human beings 

from the actual world. 

 

Because of this problem, the metaphysical realists cannot solve the problem of Brain 

in a vat. Metaphysical realists hold the correspondence theory of truth. The problem is 

that the principle by which the language corresponds to the world cannot possibly be 

available to the person if he is really a brain in a vat. That means if he is a brain in a 

vat and his language consists in the correspondence relation with world then it cannot 

establish any correspondence with the world. If the person cannot understand the 

situation, then it means, the language is not actually working on a correspondence 

theory of truth and this goes against the metaphysical realists. So for them the 

problem of brain in a vat is cannot be solved.  

 

On the other hand, internal realists describe the language-world relationship as a sort 

of fitting in. They could explain the problem by pointing out the incoherence of the 

sentence “I am a brain in a vat” with its reference.  

 

I. 5. Rationality  

 

Putnam's conception of truth is primarily based on his idea of rationality. For him 

truth and rationality have a close connection. Truth for him is what is rationally 
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acceptable.117 Rationality, for him, should not be based on any particular principle or 

methodology. That means there are no fixed systems of rational explanation. But, at 

the same time, he is denying that the rationality is a relative concept.  

 

In short, he denies both of the prevalent views on truth that of the copy theory which 

says the language is a copy of world and the other theory which says truth is relative 

to subject or culture. His suggestion about the subject-object relation would be that of 

a correlation. That means language and world are constitutive of each other. As he 

presents it: “the mind and the world jointly make up the mind and the world”118 

 

For him, rationality is a form of value. Fact- value dichotomy, according to him is a 

product of the dichotomy of copy theories and subjective theories of truth. Only 

through a meticulous study of truth can we be able to decipher the problem of the 

fact-value dichotomy. 

 

I. 6. Putnam's Internal Realist view of Truth 

 

Putnam's internal realist holds a middle position between realism and anti realism. He 

rejects the correspondence theory of truth which is central to metaphysical realism. 

However, he accepts that there is an objective truth but unlike realists he goes for an 

epistemological view of truth. For the realists truth is real and accessible without any 

epistemic mediation. Putnam holds the former and rejects the latter. He says: 
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'Truth' in an internalist view, is some sort of (idealized) rational 

acceptability - some sort of ideal coherence of our beliefs with each other 

and with our experiences as those experiences are themselves represented 

in our belief system – and not correspondence with mind-independent or 

discourse-independent 'states of affairs'119
 

 

According to Putnam, the realist view of truth is indefensible on many skeptical 

issues. Also, for a realist, truth is verification-transcendent. The anti-realist account, 

on the other hand, does not do justice to our intuitive notion of truth. An anti-realist 

theory of truth, which propounds the notion of communal consensus, is bound to end 

up in cultural relativism.  

 

In between the two views of truth, Putnam introduce his version of truth theory based 

on the notion of ideal conditions. For him, truth should be understood in terms of 

idealized justification. By idealized justification Putnam means justification under 

epistemically idealized conditions. Since it is based on justification it is verification-

immanent and since it is done in idealized situation not everything can be justified. 

 

I. 7. Putnam's critical responses to Rorty 

 

Though there are many similarities in their philosophy, Putnam and Rorty criticise 

each other as relativists. Putnam offers two major criticisms against Rorty. In Punam's 

words the disagreement between him and Rorty are based on two things: “I hope that 
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philosophical reflection may be of some cultural value; but I do not think it has been 

the pedestal on which the culture rested, and I do not think our reactions to the failure 

of a philosophical project- even a project as central as “metaphysics”- should be to 

abandon ways of talking and thinking which have practical and spiritual weight. 

...And I think that what is important in philosophy is not just to say, “I reject the 

realist/antirealist controversy,” but to show that (and how) both sides misrepresent the 

lives we live with our concepts. That a controversy is “futile” does not mean that the 

rival pictures are unimportant”120 In short he says that the mere consideration of 

something as unimportant will not help us to explain away that concept. Considering 

something as pseudo-problem will not work as therapeutic. 

 

1. Putnam says that Rorty's position faces the same challenges which are faced by the 

logical positivists and Quine. 

 

Some logical positivists were committed to phenomenalism. For them language is a 

description of our sense-data. In order to remove the solipsism involved in such 

descriptions they argue:  

1. The sense-data are independent of the subject. They have only 

contingent relation with the subject. 

2. Every sentence has truth preserving translation in the phenomenalist 

language. 

The worry with these phenomenalists is that there are many ordinary statements about 

objects that we cannot deny. We cannot deny the human subjectivity involved in our 
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phenomenal description of the world.  

 

On the other hand, Quine gives strict materialist account of facts. When he refers to 

his cat tabitha, he refers to tabitha or the whole world minus tabitha. But for him his 

use of words will help him derive observation conditionals. Putnam says “Moreover, 

a speaker's understanding of those observation conditionals consists simply in the 

ability to use them as a part of a huge linguistic machine which enables the speaker in 

question to anticipate stimulations of his or her nerve endings...”121 

 

Similar is the situation when Rorty says his account gives an explanation about the 

relation between vocables and reality. Putnam's objection is regarding this relation. 

 

Rorty often describe different forms of interpretation as different language games. For 

him these interpretations are explicated in contexts. These interpretations depend on 

their contexts. He also suggests that no word or sentence has a correspondence 

relation with the world. If that is the case, how can he talk anything about 'reality'? 

Putnam says, “But, then, how does saying “There is a reality (outside ourselves) 

which we act on” help Rorty himself to cope? Either this particular “vocable” is 

merely a trivial consequence of Rorty's currently accepted world picture or else it is 

merely a futile gesture in the direction of realism which Rorty has repudiated? If it is 

the first, then it is too vague; wh Rorty should have written is “there are animals, 

vegetables, minerals, elementary particles, nineteenth-century painting, etc., that we 

act on”; and the passage I have quoted twice should have read “the mistake lies in 
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thinking that the relation between vocables and animals, vegetables, minerals, 

elementary particles, nineteenth-century paintings, etc. [and whatever else his current 

story posits] has to be piecemeal, etc.”122 

 

2. Rorty's view of justification also has some drawbacks. 

 

Putnam criticises Rorty’s idea that justification is a sociological matter. Punam 

criticises Rorty that he considers majority is right. But majority can be wrong. In his 

book, Realism with a Huaman Face, Putnam gives five principles of justification.  

1. “In ordinary circumstances, there is usually a fact of the matter as to whether the 

statements people make are warranted or not”123 

2. The justification is independent of the openion of the cultural peers. 

3. The norms of justification are the products of history and they evolve in time. 

4. “Our norms and standards always reflect our interests and values. Our picture of 

intellectual flourishing is part of, and only makes sense as a part of, our picture of 

human flourishing in general”124 

5. “Our norms and standards of anything- including warranted assertibility- are 

capable of reform. There are better and worse norms and standards” 125 

 

Putnam says that according to Rorty’s position warrant is seen as a sociological 

matter. It should be understood in terms of the reception of someone’s statement by 
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her peers.If Rorty agrees to the idea that majority can be wrong he cannot continue to 

consider solidarity as the condition for justification. 

 

II. John McDowell 

 

John McDowell is an analytic philosopher known for his original contribution in 

Philosophy of language and mind. He was influenced very much by Sellars, Rorty, 

Davidson and Strawson. A Kantian influence is very much present in his writings.  

 

II. 1. McDowell on the Mind and the World 

 

McDowell's concern in philosophy of language and mind is the answerability of a 

subject to the world. He is bringing back the Kantian project in epistemology. His 

basic issue is how is the tribunal of experience possible? The concept of the tribunal 

of experience can be loosely understood as a judgemental faculty of experience, 

which brings into the centre-stage the important role the 'space of reason'126 plays in 

experience. 

 

II. 1. A. Minimal Empiricism 

 

According to McDowell, in order to understand the mind's directedness towards the 

world we need to consider the state of mind normatively. That means our beliefs and 

judgements about the world will either correctly or incorrectly refer to what it is 
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supposed to refer. Thus, we can consider the mental states in a normative context 

which could be shown to be correct or incorrect. He says:  

This relation between mind and world is normative, then, in this sense: 

thinking that aims at judgement or at the fixation of belief, is answerable 

to the world - to how things are – for whether or not it is correctly 

executed.127 

 

This answerability of our thought to the world being in a normative context is indeed 

restricted to the domain of empirical thinking. McDowell considers a Kantian strategy 

here. He says that this answerability to the world could be possible only within our 

answerability to our experiences. He calls this a minimal empiricism. A minimal 

empiricism is, as he says, “...the idea that experience must constitute a tribunal, 

mediating the way our thinking is answerable to how things are, as it must be if we 

are to make sense of it as thinking at all.”128 

 

II. 1. B. Possibility of experience 

 

In a situation where we reflect upon the possibilities of knowledge or lack of it we 

need to reflect on the relation between mind and the world. This leads us to raise the 

question: How is it possible to have a tribunal of experience? 

 

While attacking the “Myth of the Given”, Wilfred Sellars writes, “In characterizing an 

episode or a state as that of knowing, we are not giving an empirical description of 
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that episode or state; we are placing it in the logical space of reasons, of justifying and 

being able to justify what one says.”129 In other words, knowledge is a product of the 

thought's engagement with the world. McDowell says that placing thought in the 

logical space of reasons is a process of normative contextualization.  

 

From the quotation given above, we could figure out two ways thought can be 

processed. One is that of a normative functioning, that is, putting the thought in the 

logical space of reason and the ther is that of giving an empirical description of that 

thought. McDowell calls this empirical description as the logical space of nature.130 

 

As regards the logical space of nature McDowell says, “I think we capture the 

essentials of Sellars's thinking if we take that the logical space of nature is the logical 

space in which the natural sciences function, as we have been enabled to conceive 

them by a well charted, and in itself admirable, development of modern thought.”131 

Sellars is not giving a positive interpretation of this in a way that placing thought in 

nature means placing it in the realm of law; rather he gives a negative characterization 

such that the logical space of nature cannot provide validation of thought. That means 

we cannot say one thought is correct or incorrect in the space of nature.  

 

If that is the case, where does the realm of experience belong? Does it belong to the 
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logical space of reason or the logical space of nature? McDowell says that the 

experiences in the form of impressions will be placed in the logical space of nature. 

So in Sellar's position the impressions do not belong to the space in which we can 

make judgements about the correctness and incorrectness of the impressions. Thus 

McDowell accepts the Sellarsian distinction between the space of reasons and the 

space of nature without satisfying his minimal empiricism. 

 

McDowell traces two major anxieties of modern philosophy. Both of these views are 

about emirical thinking and in that way about the mind world relation. One is the 

minimal empiricism and the other is the view that considers the tribunal of experience 

as impossible or illogical.  

 

One of the ways to overcome this anxiety is to renounce empiricism. Davidson's 

rejection of the third dogma is in under this project. By rejecting the scheme-content 

dualism Davidson successfully demolished empiricism. Sellar's attack on the Myth of 

the Given was a similar project.  

 

McDowell says, “Davidson's ground for giving up empiricism is in its essentials, the 

claim that we cannot take experience to be epistemologically significant except by 

falling into the Myth of the Given, in which experience, conceived in such a way that 

it could not be a tribunal, is nevertheless supposed to stand in judgement over our 

empirical thinking.”132 Although Davidson effectively imposes on us the need to 

renounce empiricism, he does not show us how to do it. According to McDowell, the 

                         

132  McDowell, Mind and World,(Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 2000, 
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empiricist picture is the best available picture we have to make sense of the mind-

world relation. This can show us our answerability to the world by being answerable 

to the tribunal of experience. 

 

One of the reasons why Davidson and Sellars want us to renounce empiricism is that 

they think the logical space of reason is sui generis. In Davidson's terms belief is 

intrinsically veridical.  

 

McDowell holds that in this view the renunciation of experience is possible only in 

bald naturalism by rejecting the 'natural'- bald naturalism. “Bald naturalism refuses to 

accept that the relations that constitute the logical space of reasons are anything but 

natural, in a sense of “natural” that connects with the logical space that figures in 

Sellars (and, with different terminology, in Davidson) on the other side of a contrast 

with the logical space of reasons.”133 

 

McDowell's alternative is to include natural sciences in the logical space of reason. 

By doing so he tries to distinguish natural scientific intelligibility from the 

intelligibility we situate in logical space of reason. But it is one thing to single out a 

logical space of nature from logical space of reasons and it is another thing to equate 

that logical space with logical space of nature. Sellars agree that the natural science 

does not belong to the logical space of reasons. But that does not immediately prove 

that it belongs to logical space of nature. As a solution to this, McDowell introduces 

the concept of second nature. Just like humans can have different natures, nature may 

also have a second nature. And that second nature can belong to the logical space of 
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nature with which we can explain how natural can include the second nature as a part 

of the space of reason. 

 

II. 2. McDowell's criticisms on Rorty 

 

McDowell develops his concept of objectivity based on how our thoughts are 

answerable to the world. For Rorty, on the other hand, what we need to do is to 

abandon the discourse of objectivity and engage ourselves with the notion of 

solidarity. Though these two thinkers appear to stay in the opposite realms, McDowell 

agrees to many of Rorty's basic tenets. But McDowell disagrees with Rorty's main 

conclusions about truth and objectivity. 

 

1. McDowell agrees with Rorty that the epistemological problems are the result of the 

Cartesian ontology and what we have to do is not solving them but to dissolve them. 

But for McDowell, though some epistemological activities are bound to fail, 

epistemology itself is not a completely senseless activity. We still requires a theory to 

explain our relation with the outside world. 

 

McDowell says it is not the answerability to the world which is the problem in 

philosophy, it is rather, the fear we have when we withdraw ourselves while we try to 

reach something outside our concept of the world. All the more, the worry can only be 

resolved by philosophy. He says, “It is the threat of inaccessibility on the part of the 

world that we need to dislodge, in order to unmask as illusory the seeming 

compulsoriness of mainstream epistemology.”134 

                         

134  McDowell, “Towards Rehabilitating Objectivity”,  Rorty and his Critics,(Blackwell 
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2. Rorty considers the crave for objectivity in philosophy as a part of our wishful 

thinking to solve the problems of the world once and for all. An objective conception 

will provide us with the benchmark to evaluate problems. For Rorty, we are trying to 

create an ideal position for the humans. This ideal position includes the successful 

engagement with reality and proper use of the knowledge derived by this. Human 

beings, in that sense, are rationally blessed to engage with the world. But, 

unfortunately, humans often find these criteria failing. Objectivity, in Rortian idea, is 

the result of our trying to get absolutely unfailing inter-relative with the world. 

According to Rorty, we are living in a contingent world of changes. 

 

McDowell says that the limitations we have and the contingency of the world is one 

thing and the nature and understanding of the world is another thing. None of the 

reasons Rorty give can deny the answerability we have towards the world. 

 

3. While engaging with the internalist position of Putnam, Rorty says that the 

internalist picture is harmless as far as the semantic notions are not in an external 

world but in an internal one. Rorty says, “From the stand point of the 

representationalist, the fact that notions like representation, reference and truth are 

deployed in ways that are internal to a language or a theory is no reason to drop 

them.”135 But, Rorty thinks that we try to use these notions externally in such a way 

that they provide objectivity. For Rorty, the innocent internal use of semantic notions 

has to be distinguished from objectivity. 

                                                                       

Publlishers Ltd, Malden, Massachusetts, 2000) , p. 110 

135 Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism and Truth, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1991), p. 6 
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McDowell agrees with Rorty in the idea that the discourse of objectivity involves 

some external use of semantical notions. But he disagrees to Rorty in saying that the 

rejection of these external uses requires rejecting our answerability to the world. 

 

This innocent internal use, interestingly, is able to disprove the entire Rortian 

philosophy. According to Rorty, these innocent internal uses consist in giving 

harmless empty complements to different forms of claim. These empty claims would 

in turn, for different uses, end up suggesting validation statements like that which 

includes truth or accuracy. Without having proper mode of explanations of these 

harmless claims, 'the representationalist' would begin to count it from a non-

explainable world picture. These restricted uses are suggestive of a world picture with 

restricted access and restricted engagement. In that picture, these semantic notions 

will work as building blocks which will enable the language use itself. Now it will 

project a world view in which language is meaningful and apparently systematic. This 

systematic world view cannot be acceped by Rorty. “Thus,” McDowell says, “a 

familiar gulf seems to open between us and what we should like to be able to think of 

ourselves as able to get to know about. And the only alternative, as Rorty sees things, 

is to take our inquiry not to be subject to anything but the norms of the current 

practice. This piture of the options make it look as if the very idea of inquiry as 

normatively beholden not just to current practice but the subject matter is inextricably 

connected with the “Augustinian” picture and the impulse to climb outside our own 

minds”136 
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4.  According to Rorty, there are three different uses to the word 'true'. 

 A. Normative use: Commending or validating a claim. 

B. Disquotational use: When we are simply describing something. In the 

Tarskian T schema, truth is to be seen as a disquoting principle. 

 C. Cautionary use: We use this when we are not sure whether the claim will be 

       falsified later 

 

A cautionary use is such that the claim we are engaging is accepted by a group of 

people for the time being. But it is always possible that this can be falsified later by a 

more competent audience. This is in fact, a part of holding solidarity over objectivity. 

So for Rorty the only way we could make a strong claim is to continuously confirm it 

to larger and larger audiences possible. McDowell says that by doing this we naturally 

are making truth as a norm. McDowell says, “If we try to make sense of a further 

norm, involving responsibility to the subject matter of inquiry, we land ourselves in 

the “Augustinian” or sideways-on picture of our relation to that subject matter.”137 

 

Rorty claims that a disquotational use can never in any discourse treat truth as a norm.  

The disquotational use tries to recognize its roots in the Tarskian 'T-schema'. The T-

schama is of the form that '“X” is true iff X'. Here the object language is contained in 

the meta language. Davidson's use of this schema for constructing his meaning theory 

involves this meta language and object language. But, for Davidson, there is no 

containment relation in them. For him both are ordinary languages and the sentence of 

one language is interpreted in the other. Here, we can say that we are commending on 

one sentence in a language using a sentence in another language and through that we 
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are giving meaning to one. This is, indeed, a normative use of one that is counted as a 

disquotational use. 

 

5. McDowell says that the philosophical anxiety Rorty intended to impose on us is 

quite Deweyan in character. Dewey had hostility towards some forms of philosophical 

activities. Rorty follows him on this point. But truth, according to Dewey, is 

achievable. According to Dewey truth is a goal which is available through the inquiry 

in to matters of fact under the scientific methods. Truth, for him, is within our reach. 

But Rorty thinks that truth is away from our reach. In that sense it is unDeweyan.  

 

As the conclusion to his paper ‘Towards Rehabilitating Objectivity’ McDowell says, 

“The way to cure ourselves of unwarranted expectations for philosophy is not to drop 

the vocabulary of objectivity, but to work at understanding the sources of the 

deformations to which the vocabulary of objectivity has historically be prone. If we 

could do that it would enable us to undo the deformations, and see our way clear of 

the seemingly compulsory philosophical problematic that Rorty wants us to get under. 

This would be an epistemological achievement in a perfectly intelligible sense of 

“epistemological” that does not restrict epistemology to accepting the traditional 

problematic. It is the deformations, to which the Rorty’s discussions of truth reveal 

him to be party, and not the vocabulary itself, that lead to philosophical 

trouble.”138This show that McDowell does not approve of Rorty's views on truth and 

Objectivity. 

 

III. Robert Brandom 
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Robert Brandom is an influential contemporary American philosopher. His works are 

primarily on Philosophy of language, mind and logic. He comes under the influence 

of the american pragmatic tradition. He, however, makes important departures from 

this tradition. 

 

III. 1. Rationalist Pragmatism 

 

Rationalist Pragmatism is a new model of pragmatism like Neo-Pragmatism, 

proposed by Putnam and Rorty. In a general sense, pragmatism is a philosophy stating 

the primacy of pratictices of different kinds. Brandom's version of pragmatism has 

affinities towards normative and linguistic practices. His objective is to provide 

pragmatic explanations for our semantic practices within the purview of a society. In 

Brandom's own words,  

It is a rationalist pragmatism, in giving pride of place to practices of 

giving and asking for reasons, understanding them as conferring 

conceptual content on performances, expressions, and states suitably 

caught up in those practices139 

 

The general form of pragmatism is something of the view that the theoretical domain 

can be explained in terms of the practical domain. According to this view our 

construction of theoretical ideas and theories can be explained in no other way than 

that of practices in our life. The problem that pragmatism faces is regarding the nature 
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of this practicability. It is so wide a concept that it can be vage and confusing. So 

many competent interpretations are possible for this concept. Any human activity can 

be explained as a practice. Brandom tries to overcome this problem in his 

formulations of pragmatism by using the rational standards as the practical 

commitments. For him, it is our rational activities that needed special attention. That 

means, it is our activity of asking for reasons that has to be taken into account in the 

domain of our entire linguistic practices. 

 

Notably, there are two major elements in rational pragmatism, as its name indicates, 

reason and practice. Reason is a characterizing faculty of weighing and validating 

beliefs and statements. This is actually a normative process. This concept of 

normativity is one of the main pillars of rational pragmatism.  

 

Brandom's pragmatism is mainly concerned with the linguistic activities. This 

semantics, for him, is to be governed by inferential rules. He calls his semantical 

theory inferentialism. Inferentialism is the theory that the meaning of a sentence is a 

derivative of its allied sentences. Thse two theories, the normative pragmatism and the 

inferetialist semantics, are interlinked, according to Brandom. 

 

III. 1. A. Semantic pragmatism 

 

Semantics, for Brandom, is the study of the act of asserting a sentence. In that sense 

semantics comes under the purview of pragmatism, for, after all, pragmatism is a 

study of human acts. The linguistic activity is superior to other activities because it is 

the home of reason. It is the pragmatic possibilities of linguistic activities which are 
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central to this semantic theory. The pragmatic possibilities are limited by the rational 

enterprises. The rational enterprises are confined as normative activities. These 

normative activities have to be explained within a social system. 

 

 Normativity 

 

It is the rational, in turn, the normative linguistic activities that are the primary focus 

of Rationalist pragmatism. The norms are social norms. What Brandom is trying to do 

is to tie up two opposite concepts. He wants to tie up the normative and the social in a 

seamless whole. 

 

Brandom agrees to the idea that everything is governed by norms. People behave 

either in accordance with it or disagreeing with it. It is very much true about linguistic 

activities. When we ask for reason to do things we are moving in accordance with 

rational rules. Thus pragmatics to which semantics is answerable is essentially 

normative. 

 

 Inferentialism 

 

Brandom shows a contrast between inferentialism and representationalism. A 

representationalist school takes reference as the fundamental tool for explanations 

whereas an inferentilist shool takes inference as the funadamental tool for 

explanation. Representationalism derives inferential concepts from the 

representational practices in language.  Inferentialism explains representational 

concepts in terms of inference. 
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Brandom chooses inferentialism by following a Sellarsian thought. Sellars says that 

the difference between a judgement and a response is that the judgement can stand as 

a form of premises and conclusion. 

 

III. 2. Brandom on Rorty 

 

In his book, Between Saying and Doing: Towards an Analytic Pragmatism,140 he uses 

the concept of 'vocabulary' extensively. By 'vocabulary', he means a trope of usages 

based on a particular view. The concept of 'vocabulary' has a Rortian origin. 

 

Kant had a strategy of differentiating the instituting of conceptual categories from the 

application of them. This has a repercussion on Carnap who tried to divide the 

linguistic practice into meaning and believing. Fixing the meaning, in this scheme, is 

completely based on our convictions. But the world imposes itself on us the 

constraints regarding what are the things to believed and thus what are the meaningful 

sentences. 

 

Quine criticised this strategy as an overdescription. For him there are no sharp 

differences between changes in meaning and changes in belief. It may work both 

ways. Sometimes the meaning change will cause belief change and sometimes vice 

versa.  

 

                         

140Brandom, Between Saying and Doing: Towards an Analytic Pragmatism, (Oxford University Press, 
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Rorty, according to Brandom, is reinvoking the Carnapian spirit at a different level 

and function by introducing the concept of 'vocabulary.' Brandom says, “'Vocabulary', 

is Rorty's suggestion for a successor notion to do the work for which the positivists 

appealed to those concepts. Thus where before taking Quine's point on board we 

would have had to distinguish change of language or meaning from change of theory 

of belief, in Rorty's recommended idiom we can just talk about change of vocabulary. 

...the task of articulating and teaching us how to use the idioms of vocabularies of 

exploring its utility for organizing our thinking about our cognitive and practical 

activity as knowers and agents141.”  

 

Conclusion 

 

These thinkers present their opinions about Davidson and Rory keeping their own 

standpoints. Punam’s theory is very close to that of Rorty’s, but the major differences 

are regarding their attitude towards philosophy in general and truth in particular. 

McDowell construct his thesis by contrasting it with Davidsons epistemological 

positions. Rorty, for him, is right about many of Rorty’s epistemological worries but 

wrong about their solutions. Brandom tries to give a new interpretation to pragmatism 

which will incorporate the normativity.  

 

The problem of truth and objectivity is resolved in different ways in these thinkers. 

For Putnam it is there but available only by the means of epistemic interference. 

McDowell tries to re-establish the Given. So for him truth is available through the 

                         

141 Brandom, “Vocabularies of Pragmatism: Synthesizing Naturalism and Historicism”, in Rorty 
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tribunal of experience. Brandom considers truth as a pragmatic notion but available 

through rational semantic activity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 

In Defence of Truth and Objectivity 

 

Introduction 

 

The philosophies of Rorty and Davidson are a struggle with the question of truth and 

objectivity. It is impossible to imagine their theories of language and world without 

reference to the twin issues of truth and objectivity. The problem of truth is the key to 

both philosophies because it suggests the nature of their analytic approach to language 
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and world.  

 

To understand the nature of language is a hard task in philosophy because of the 

puzzle it create. However, to understand language is the basic task of philosophy, for 

it brings clarity to many other concepts such as truth, meaning, world, objectivity, etc. 

It is because language as a medium lies between subject and object, and so we need to 

provide a satisfactory explanation about how language is connected to the world. The 

language-world relationship is the basic problem which philosophy has to analyse. 

Both Davidson and Rorty have been struggling with this problem. 

 

Once we landed on a satisfactory explanation of language by resolving or dissolving 

this problem, we can face the problem of truth and objectivity. That is, whether truth 

and objectivity is possible or not through language. The rejection of scheme-content 

dualism is designed to resolve this problem. If we follow the rhythm of this theory it 

may end up in a monistic picture which will make us epistemically incapable of 

figuring out the nature of language. This will be quite a disappointment and we need 

to boot up the program with a new theory. But this theory has to face the challenges 

posed by Davidson and Rorty in two different ways. 

 

I. Issues 

 

I.1.  Objectivity vs. Subjectivity 

 

By definition we cannot hold objectivity and subjectivity together. They are 

understood as opposite in nature. Though there are various formulations of objectivity 
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and subjectivity their opposition cannot be ruled out. What is objectively real cannot 

be subjectively real and vice versa. The concept of objectivity can be understood as 

standing for something which is independently real. Objectivity can be ontological, 

epistemic and normative in the sense something, be it reality, knowledge or truth, can 

stand independently of anything else. 

 

Speaking of different formulations of objectivity, it can be contrasted with 

subjectivity. Subjectivity deals with as a person’s own mental states142. Subjective 

knowledge is the knowledge of one's own mental states, feelings, pain etc., as 

contrasted with the objective knowledge of world. 

 

The well-known concept of objectivity is that of epistemic objectivity. In that sense an 

objective knowledge is the knowledge that is based on solid grounds. We claim this 

knowledge to be true. These claims can be used as justification to other claims. That 

means we can consider these truth-claims as evidences to figure out the truth value of 

some other claims. In the field of epistemic enquiry, the beliefs which are likely to be 

true or false are considered to be objective.143 

 

In science the notion of objectivity is taken to be the characteristic feature of the 

scientific theories. The origin of the notion of objectivity itself is connected with the 

idea of a scientific theory. The main objective of scientific objectivity is to keep it free 

from cultural and personal biases. This ensures the universal acceptability of the 

                         

142 See Davidson, Subjective, Intersubjective, Objective (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 2001) 

143 Cf. Bernstein, “Pragmatism, Truth and Objectivity”, (Philosophical Topics, Vol. 36, Issue 1, 

spring 2008), p. 37-55 
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scientific truths. Thus scientific objectivity is the normative foundation of modern 

science.144 

 

I.1.A. Absolute vs. Relative Truth 

 

Objective truth is the truth which science aims at. Objectivity is always associated 

with truth. Truth is the primary condition for something to be objective. But they are 

not one and the same thing. Truth pertains to statements which are made regarding the 

world. The whole of science consists of statements which are true. In that sense, truth 

ensures the objectivity of the scientific knowledge.145 

 

Truth as understood logically is absolute in character in view of the fact that, as 

shown by Davidson, if a proposition p is true, it is true, iff p. This brings out 

semantically the absolute character of the truth of the proposition p. The idea of a 

relative truth fails to make sense, since relativisation of truth to any system of thought 

or language does not make sense.146 Those who urge that truth is relative miss the 

point that truth is not the product of a system but is the normative standard outside the 

system. 

 

I.1. B Against Relativism 

 

                         

144 See Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolution, (Chicago University Press, Chicago, 1962) 

for a challenge to the notion of unconditioned scientific objectivity 

145 See Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (Routledge Publications, London, 1959) 

146 Cf. Davidson, “The inscrutability of Reference”, in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation 
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It is necessary to visualize different relativistic positions based on the afore mentioned 

pictures. One form of relativism maintains the view that a claim in a particular system 

cannot be evaluated in some other system. According to this position, the truth value 

of a truth claim is a product of the system concerned. Each and every claim must be in 

one or other system. Each system is characteristically different from each other. 

Epistemic and ethical principles are different in different systems. There cannot be 

universal principles which apply to all systems. It is because these are no system-

independent principles. These principles have value only inside a group which has 

justifications for these principles. One apparent problem this form of relativism has is 

its exclusivity. By definition, this form prevents one system to engage with another 

system. Consider a system in which right way of reasoning is different from another 

system's right reasoning. A person from this system cannot 'reason' with a person from 

another system.147 

 

I.1. C Reinstating Objectivity 

 

As opposed to relativism objectivity has to be understood as a claim which has value 

independent of any systems. Objectivity is understood to have two sides. One is the 

ontological side which is concerned with reality or the world. The other side consists 

of its epistemic availability in language. Though there are two sides, objectivity is 

precisely a matter of a claim in language. Human beings use different methods to 

conceive this relation. One way is to consider language as corresponding to reality. In 

that case the representational character of a sentence provides us with objectivity. 

                         

147 See Putnam on Relativism of this type in Reason, Truth and History, (Cambridge University 
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Another way is to consider a sentence to cohere with the rest of the sentences which 

are true. Both representationalism and coherentism attempt to define truth and 

objectivity. Objectivity is an unbiased way of understanding things. Truth is a notion 

of correctness of a claim whether or not it is connected to something else. Truth 

cannot be divorced from objectivity at any cost, because when a sentence is true, it is 

true on objective grounds.148 

 

Objectivity is the state of a sentence which is true by virtue of its relation with reality. 

Relativism is the notion that a sentence gets its values based on the circumstances it is 

applied in. The value of a sentence is the most important component in both these 

notions. Language, thus, gets the centrality in our discussion, because language 

harbours both truth and objectivity. 

 

I.2. Language 

 

Human beings live in groups. We talk and express our thoughts and emotions. We see 

and imagine things. We have mechanisms to name things. We talk about the different 

dimensions of things. This could be the simplest short story of language. Yet, in 

philosophy things do not go as smooth as this. Philosophers ask how and why 

questions about language. They even ask possibility questions. And the basic of all 

these is the what question.  

 

Apart from the possible characterization of language as method, medium and mirror 

                         

148 See McDowell, “Towards Rehabilitating Objectivity”,  Rorty and his Critics,(Blackwell 
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how do we place language in a metaphysical scheme of things? One possible option is 

this that language is a collection of words, sentences and other things and they are not 

connected to the world. This is perfectly tenable until we are required to justify our 

sentences. So we can try for another possibility and that is considering language as 

connected to the world. Now we need to specify the nature of this connection. One 

suggestion for that is to consider language as a mirror that represents the world.  But 

if that is the case human beings do not commit errors in thinking or language using. 

Everything language always shows is what is really out there in the world. Language 

may have different functions as well. But the most important among them is to 

represent the world. But if it has many functions how do we define language? What is 

that character that is fundamental to language?  

 

We have been using a dualistic ontology all these times to figure out what is the 

fundamental value of language. We were focusing on the gap between the world and 

language. Now, let us try a monistic ontology where world and language are one and 

the same. Imagine a situation where what world is is what language is. It is not that 

the world and language are connected to each other but they are one single entity. As a 

matter of fact, such an imagination makes us epistemically bewildered. We are unable 

to locate the answer to what question of language. Conceivability of that situation 

may require dismissing our presuppositions of language and world.  

 

'The world' is already a difficult notion. This idea is often synonymous with 'nature' 

and 'reality'. The world is regarded as composed of material things and the laws 

governing them. Most of the philosophical worries about the world are concerned 

with the ontology of these objects and laws. Language is a collected whole composed 
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of words, sentences and grammar. The purpose of language is communication. These 

are the common presuppositions we have about language. Notably, these 

presuppositions have sprung out of a dualistic framework. So conceivability of a 

monistic framework is often ruled out. 

 

The idea of language must be conducive to the notion of truth and objectivity is that 

of language as a representation of the world. We can reinstate truth and objectivity if 

we can reinstate the representational theory of language.149 

 

I.3. Truth 

 

As we have already seen truth is a more difficult concept than objectivity is. To 

repeat, objectivity can be attained if we can find that language has the power to 

evaluate itself. The reason why objectivity is less confusing than truth is that it works 

in a limited sanctioned sphere. But truth pervades though out language logically. 

 

Is truth a property? Apart from the seemingly mistaken use of the category of 

'property', this could harmlessly mean that truth exists in the semantic structure of a 

sentence. The initial supposition we make here is that there is a speaker of a sentence. 

The speaker is a truth-speaker in making statements about the world. The very fact of 

being spoken by a speaker points to the possibility of correctness in the sentence. The 

correctness is applied to the way the sentence works vis-a-vis the world. But this 

framework works under the condition that a sentence is a manifestation of a person's 

                         

149 The Representational theory goes against Rorty’s anti-representationalism. See Rorty, 
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thought. This whole thing would possibly lead to the subjectivity of the notion of 

truth. But the semantic structure of the sentence preserves the truth and objectivity. 

 

The applicability of the notion of truth in subjective or relative cases need not be 

denied. But it is doubtful that this will capture the complete notion of truth. A 

sentence is true when it goes beyond the domain of subjectivity. Truth is anti-

subjective in its logical nature. Truth and objective knowledge logically go together. 

 

Thus truth and objectivity are the twin features of the logical structure of language. 

Without the logical structure of language, truth and objectivity cannot be placed in 

secure semantic space. 

 

II.Rorty vs. Davidson 

 

On the nature of relativism, Rorty writes: 

The epithet 'relativist' is applied to philosophers who agree with Nietzsche 

that '“Truth” is the will to be master of the multiplicity of sensations'. It is 

also applied to those who agree with William James that 'the true is only 

expedient in the way of believing' and to those who agree with Thomas 

Kuhn that science should not be thought of as moving towards an accurate 

representation of the way the world is in itself. More generally 

philosophers are called 'relativist' when they do not accept the greek 

distinction between the way things are in themselves and the relation 

which they have to other things, and in particular to human needs and 
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interests. 150 

Rorty writes this in the introduction of 'Philosophy and Social Hope' in order to justify 

relativism. Rorty is a committed relativist in the refined sense of the term.151 I do not 

consider relativism to be an enemy camp. Rorty's main thrust is on these two ideas. 

The one is the impossibility of construing a world-language relationship and the other 

is the unnecessary worry for constructing an objective outlook. However, Rorty's twin 

programmes do not succeed, because, as we have argued, the language-world 

relationship cannot be given up and objectivity of truth cannot be dispersed with. 

 

Davidson agrees to the idea that truth is a relative concept. But it is not relative to the 

culture, but to the rationality. Rationality enables us to understand the world. 

Truth emerges not as wholly detached from belief (as a correspondence 

theory would make it) nor as dependent on human methods and powers of 

discovery (as epistemic theories of truth would make it). What saves truth 

from being ‘radically non-epistemic’ (in Putnam’s words) is not that truth 

is epistemic but that belief, through its ties with meaning, is intrinsically 

veridical.152 

Davidson believes in the knowability of the world. He relies on the notion of 

rationality. Since human beings have rationality, they are not completely wrong about 

                         

150 Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope,(Penguin books, Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England, 

1999), p. xvi 

151 Cf. Rorty, “Putnam and the Relativist Menace”, The Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 90, No. 9, 

Sep., 1993, pp. 443-461 

 

152 Davidson, Donald, “Afterthoughts”, Subjective, Intersubjective, Objrctive, (Clarendon Press, 

Oxford, New York, 2001), p. 156 
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their beliefs. This makes the sentences true as these expressing beliefs about the 

world. Davidson is a firm believer in the truth and objectivity of believes in language.  

 

Rorty's emphasis on finitude and contingency does not dislodge truth and objectivity 

from their central place in language. Finitude and contingency tells us about the limits 

of language and of truth and objectivity. 

 

The rejection of scheme-content distinction plays central role in the philosophies of 

both Davidson and Rorty. From this point they go in different directions. The rejection 

of scheme-content dualism is the foundation of anti-representationalist mode of 

thinking. The theory says that no conceivable relation between a scheme and its 

content can be theoretically established. Davidson maintains this theory as an 

epistemic impossibility of understanding the relation between language and fact. For 

him, it is impossible to differentiate the two. So it is improper to count them as two. 

But Rorty visualizes the theory as the ontological impossibility of connecting 

language and fact. For Rorty, this theory is the proof that the language is not a mirror 

of nature.153 

 

In view of the above position, we can judge the relative merits of the positions of 

Davidson and Rorty. Davidson discards relativism as an unacceptable position. One 

part of this rejection is his rejection of the third dogma. The other part is his rejection 

of ontological relativity. 

                         

153 See Rorty,Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, (Princeton University Press. Princeton, New 

Jersey, 1979) 

 



 

 

148 

 

 

The ontological relativity is the theory that the ontology changes according to the 

language. The nature of object is construed through language. Another language 

might not have the same ontology. Davidson agrees to this but this because this theory 

makes the world relative to language. For Davidson, however, the world is not 

relative to any particular language; world stands independently of language as such. 

He rejects the relativist notion of truth as well because, for him, truth is a truth is a 

semantic notion that is not subject to any linguistic variation. 

 

Rorty goes in a different direction from the rejection of third dogma. He considers it 

as a proof for anti-representationalism. Apart from this he invokes two theories in 

support of anti-represenationalism. One is Sellar's rejection of the concept of 'the 

Given'. Another is Quines rejection of meaning as an entity. Altogether he denies any 

relationship language can have with reality.  

 

Rorty's theory of language and meaning does not accept any of the realist's 

presupposition like language-reality relationship. He rejects relativism per se but 

accepts the linguistic community as the basis of language and meaning. 

 

III.  Problems 

 

Objectivity is a feature of language, meaning and truth. Davidson's theory takes into 

the objectivity question squarely. The rejection of scheme-content distinction does not 

take away the objectivity of truth and meaning. However he does not consider 

language as completely independent of the human community. In his paper, 'A Nice 
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Derangement of Epitaphs, he says, “I conclude that there is no such thing as language, 

not if a language is anything like what many philosophers and linguists have 

supposed. There is therefore no such thing to be learned, mastered or born with. We 

must give up the idea of a clearly defined shared structure which language-users 

acquire and apply to cases. And we should try again to say how convention in an 

important sense is involved in language; or, as I think, we should give up the attempt 

to illuminate how we communicate by appeal to conventions.”154 Here Davidson 

attacks the theory of language which makes language as a rigid system. He 

nevertheless takes language as community based. Therefore, Davidson's proposal for 

objectivity lies in the rationality in linguistic framework. If language is non-

charecterizable, then we will be puzzled about the possibility of rationality. If Even if 

it is theorized that the world is already available in language and the sentences are 

truth-functional in their very nature, we cannot but accept truth and meaning as 

objective. 

 

Rorty, on the other hand, gives some improper characterizations of language. In his 

book, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity he gives two major characters of language155. 

One is that language is a contingent system and the other is that language is created by 

human beings. Language is contingent because human beings have brought it into 

existence. Rorty's theory is based on Nietzsche's theory of human contingency. 

Human beings are always in the process of change. Change, for Rorty, is a social fact 

                         

154 Davidson, “A nice Derangement of Epitaphs”, in Truth, Language and History, (Clarendon 

Press, Oxford, New York, 2005), p.107 

155 Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity,(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, New York, 

1989), p. 5 
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in history. With these changes, language also changes. Now, what does he possibly 

mean by language change? He may think either that the working rules of language 

change, or that a sentence gets new meaning. The first possibility is that the entire 

system of language changes. That means old sentences no longer have meaning in the 

new system. This may lead to instability of meaning and bring about the collapse of 

interpersonal communication. Rorty, however, safeguards his theory of meaning by 

appealing to ethnocentric solidarity of the people using a language. 

 

Second possibility which Rorty has is that he can separate meaning from language. If 

he goes in that direction, he cannot explain how meaning is possible. For that reason, 

he comes back to language to explain meaning. His theory does not deny the 

possibility of different interpretations of a sentence and therefore of different 

meanings. For him it is not the epistemology but the hermeneutics that could save us 

from this riddle. It is possible that we do not require a theory of world-language 

relation in order to understand a sentence. But that does not detach meaning from 

language. Language and meaning go together for the reason that it is only in language 

that we can locate norms and meanings. 

 

Another problem is regarding justification. Since the world is unconnected with the 

language justification is a serious problem. According to the interpretative possibility 

of sentence, no interpretation is better or worse than any other interpretation. All we 

can have is different interpretations. Similarly we cannot say one context is better than 

the other or some are more accurate than the other. Rorty's solution to this is to take 

recourse to the social beliefs of justification. Since social beliefs are different in 

different social groups, justification also differs. Here he has to deny the cross-cultural 
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translatability. If he does that he has to accept that another language is unintelligible 

from one's own language. If he does not do that then he has to carry the possibility of 

encountering different beliefs. If that happens, he cannot position which justificatory 

procedure is to be accepted. Thus Rorty's language fails. 

 

IV.  Solution 

 

Davidson agrees to the idea that human beings have only limited capabilities. She 

might commit error in understanding the world. But she has the ability to realize and 

resolve the error. In Davidson’s view this happens because of a meta-level concept 

regulating our understanding. For Rorty, this is an act of recontextualization and 

should be further reviewed. I agree to the fact that ideas should be further reviewed 

but I do not think recontextualization will work since change cannot be explained in 

Rorty’s system.  We should revisit our ‘final vocabularies’ keeping truth as our goal of 

enquiry. 

 

Davidson deals with the idea of change in system with meta-level truth concept and 

principle of charity. But let us take his theory of rejection of scheme-content 

distinction. On the basis of that theory we understood that the language and world and 

indistinguishable. As an extension of that thesis language is shown to be 

indescribable. If world is already merged with the language, how is human error 

possible? Since we are rational agents we are able to realize and resolve the error. I 

consider the idea of rationality as a strong concept which will be difficult to theorize 

as a context to commit error.  
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I presume we can use the principle of charity in the place of rationality. Principle of 

charity is not as rigid as rationality and it shows the fact of human limitation. What I 

am suggesting is to use the principle of charity as the principle to connect language 

and world. Just like we are able to visualize the other human being as rational we can 

systematically consider the world as systematic. This, I think, is what enables us to 

understand the world. We presume a world of order. 

 

We no longer require thinking that the world is already embedded in our language. I 

think the world is available to us in language but the ‘already’ is difficult to 

comprehend. World is available to us through our engagement with it. Meaning and 

the other menaces are parts of this engagement. It is true that language and world are 

indistinguishable. This is not because world and language are together from the 

beginning, but because any enquiry about relation is possible only after the 

connection is established. In that sense, it is true that world is present in language but 

it is possible only after our engagement with world through the principle of charity.  

 

Indeed, the nature of language can be figured out, if we step back from the rigidity of 

the scheme-content indistinguishability. The nature of language is based on the 

principle of charity. Based on the principle of charity, we can theorize the 'aboutness' 

of language while keeping the rules of language as embedded in the human being.  

 

What we do is imagining the world as understandable by us. We are conceiving world 

as having a pattern which is translatable in our logic. Error in understanding world is 

not the fault of the logic we use. Error happens as mistakes in combining categories. 

Committing error is a part of human limitation. It is humans that are limited, not 
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language.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Human beings are in constant conversation with the world. He uses imagination and 

Reason to comprehend the world. But it is his inquisitive nature is the most important 

in understanding the world. The nature of man is not rationality or imagination; it is 

nothing but his inquisitiveness. 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The programme of this thesis is to see to the possibility of truth and objectivity 

through the analysis of the debate between Rorty and Davidson. The context of the 

study is in an anti-representationalist paradigm where the correspondence theory of 

truth is completely ruled out. What is the possibility of truth and objectivity in this 

paradigm? The paradigm is a philosophical offspring of a group of philosophers 

including Later Wittgenstein and Quine. On one end the structure of language is 

holistic and on the other end its content is taken to be the whole world including its 

social and cultural dynamics. The challenge before Davidson was to save objectivity 
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and truth from this complex linguistic reality. Rorty, on the other hand, tried to reject 

truth and objectivity. 

 

It is not the case that we always require correspondence theory to justify objectivity. 

All we need is a theory of language that shows the possibility of objectivity. 

Language should be of the form that some of its component sentences are true by 

virtue of the way language is related to the world. A holistic theory of language 

enables us to see objectivity as a product of the total linguistic practices based on 

normativity. But the complexity of the linguistic practices faces the threat of 

relativism and subjectivism. Davison saves objectivity by keeping world and language 

together and by refusing to ethnocize the linguistic practices.  

 

Rorty was committed to an anti-essentialistic mode of thinking. Meaning, for him, is a 

product of our imagination and so is the truth. His version of pragmatism is anti-

essentialistic and committed only to solidarity. Every option of interpreting a sentence 

are equal and we choose to follow a judgement based on our immediate surroundings. 

As it is evident now, objectivity is long gone in this theorizing. 

 

Davidson thinks that the language and world go together. It is impossible to 

distinguish world from language. Since the language works as a whole, objectivity 

can be understood within the language. Since the language is connected to the world, 

the world related sentences are objectively true. The whole project is justified by the 

idea that human beings are rational and what he understands about the world is almost 
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correct.  

 

Rorty's characterization of language is not acceptable. Rorty takes language as a 

contingent human product. But his system fails to provide any proper characterization 

of change with respect to language. Justification is another problem that he is facing. 

There can be different justificatory procedures in one society and they change within 

the society. But justification in any case must be within the system of shared norms. 

 

I agree to Davidson in his idea that the world is connected to language. I agree to the 

idea that sentences are connected together and objectivity is possible through this. I 

also agree that truth is the aim of our enquiry. But I do not agree that language is non-

charecterizable since it is impossible to differentiate language and world. I also 

disagree to the idea that rationality is the best way to explain our language using 

nature. 

 

I think the principle of charity can best explain our language using character. We 

consider the world to be rational in order to understand. Even if we fail sometimes, 

we create new techniques of understandability. We retain the principle of charity as 

the principle of rationality with regard to language and the world. 

 

In this work I defend truth and objectivity as the source of rationality and normativity. 
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