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Relativized Truth and the First Person

In recent work on context-dependency, it has been argued that the truth of sentences involving such expressions as epistemic modals, predicates of taste and moral or aesthetic evaluation, future tense, and the verb know need to be relativized not only to a context of use but also to a context of assessment which, crucially, will include not only the world of evaluation, but also additional parameters such as epistemic standards, an agent or a group of agents, a standard of taste, or a point in time (Egan, ms, MacFarlane 2003, 2003a, 2005a, 2005b, Koelbel 2003, Lasersohn 2004). More or less equivalently, such an account would say that besides a context of use determining the proposition a sentence on an occasion of utterance expresses, there needs to be a context of assessment including more than just a world of evaluation to which the truth value of the proposition should be relativized. Thus, a sentence like chocolate tastes good would either be true relative to an utterance context u as well as a context of assessment c (the latter including both a world of evaluation and a ‘taste parameter’), or alternatively it would express a proposition p that could be true or false only at a world   a n d   a taste parameter (Lasersohn 2004). 
     The crucial phenomena that give rise to such an account of relativized truth are the following: 
[1] faultless disagreement:
A sentence and its negation may both be appropriately, and it seems truthfully, be uttered by different speakers. Thus if B has knowledge that excludes P, but A does not, both A and B in (1) may be right:
(1) A: x might be P.
     B: x might not be P.
[2] retraction of previously asserted propositions:
For example, the content of an utterance ‘x might be P’, once appropriately and truthfully asserted might be withdrawn later, in view of further knowledge.
[3] sharing of propositional contents of agents involved in different contexts of assessment (a phenomena rather neglected in the literature):
For example, the following inference seems perfectly valid, even if the epistemic contexts to which might is relativized are clearly different:
(2)  A thinks it might rain (because the whether forecast doe not exclude it).
       B thinks it might rain (because the cloud formation doe not exclude it).
       A and B think the same thing (namely that it might rain – but for entirely different reasons).
     The existing literature on relativized truth tries to account for those intuitions by postulating various additional parameters as part of the context of assessment to which the truth of a sentence in a context of utterance, or a proposition is relativized.
     I think such an approach is unsatisfactory in several respects:
1. It does not really explain why there can be disagreement when the two utterances are to be evaluated relative to different contexts -- which of course the two agents may be very well aware of. Thus, the relativist account is not obviously superior to a contextualist one (see also Stojanovic 2005).
2. It does not explain why the phenomena in question give rise to a relativization of truth rather than context-dependency in the traditional sense.  The approach makes it look like an accidental fact that evaluative predicates and epistemic modals give rise to an enrichment of the context of assessment, rather than the context of use.
3. The account posits parameters, such as parameters of taste or knowledge, as part of the context of assessment that are, at least potentially, problematic in that a speaker generally would not be able to identify them in a context relative to which he intends his utterance to be made (a generalized version of Schiffer’s (1987) meaning-intention problem)
4. It disregards a fundamental first-person character of the phenomena that shows up in further data.
     I will outline an account of a significant part of the expressions that have motivated a relativist account, namely predicates of taste and epistemic modals. The account ties their behaviour to the fact that the meaning of such expressions involves the first person in some fundamental way and are involved in self-locating assertions and beliefs (Castaneda 1966, 1979, Perry 1979, Lewis 1979). The account will explain the properties in [1] – [3] as an effect of the first-personal nature of the meanings of the expressions involved. It also does away with such entities as parameters of taste or epistemic standards, and it is, I will argue, appropriately able to account for the possibility of faultless disagreement.
     The point of departure of my account is the observation that the characteristic behavior of the expressions in question is shared by sentences involving generic one, as in (3):
(3) One can see the picture from the entrance.
Crucial is the intuition that the relation of (4a) to (5a) is the same as the relation of (4b) to (5b) and of (4c) to (5c):
(4) a. I can see the picture from the entrance.
      b. Chocolate tastes good to me.
      c. For all I know,it might be that P.
(5) a. One can see the picture from the entrance.
      b. Chocolate tastes good..
      c. (For all one knows,) it  might be that P.
In a relevant sense, (5a) is a generalization of (4a), (5b) of (4b), and (5c) of (4c).    
     I will suggest that a proper analysis of generic one should be carried over to at least a great part of the expressions giving rise to faultless disagreement and in fact allows for a proper explanation of the phenomenon itself. Let me first discuss generic one in greater detail.
   The first-person connection of generic one can be observed in a number of ways. Most obviously it is manifested in the fact that (unembedded) sentences with generic one (of whatever sort) permit an inference to the first person, as in (6): (setting some rare exceptions aside):
(6) One can see the picture from the entrance.
      I can see the picture from the entrance. 
Generic one-sentences thus differ from other generic sentences such as (7), which do not allow the inference to the first person (let’s say if the speaker is blind):
(7) People can see the picture from the entrance. 
     Generic one with predicates such as in (3) generally leads to generic sentences expressing generalizations based on a first-person experience (sometimes perhaps imagined experience). Thus, a speaker appropriately and truthfully can assert (3) if just he himself has seen the picture from the entrance, though has reason to assume that other people are like him, in having the same visual experience when standing at the entrance. 
     The phenomenon is also apparent when embedding generic one-sentences under epistemic verbs:
(8) a. John found out that one can see the picture from the entrance.
     b. John found out that people can see the picture from the entrance.
For (8a) to be true, it is sufficient that John has been at the entrance and seen the picture from there; he need not have obtained any information about other people to have come to the generalization that makes up the content of his epistemic state. In that respect (8a) differs from (8b) where John did have to have such information.
     That for the justification of a generic one-sentence a single experience by the speaker / described agent suffices can also be seen from contexts of imagination. For (9a) to be true, it is sufficient that John visualize himself, whereas for (9b) to be true, John needs to visualize other people than himself:
(9) a. John imagines how one could cross the river.
     b. John imagines how people could cross the river.
     The first person-connection generic one displays involves an attitude de se rather than attitude about the relevant agent as such. This can best be seen from a bound variable use of generic one, as in (10a). 
(10a) One sometimes thinks one is mistaken. 
The inconsistency of (10b) below shows that bound-variable generic one must always be understood de se; the inconsistency of the more complicated (10c) shows the same about generic one in the other use:
(10) b. ?? It can happen that one believes that one is a hero without believing that one oneself is a 
           hero.
       c. ?? One sometimes believes that through great deeds one can become a hero without 
           believing that one oneself can become a hero that way.
     Generic one also exhibits particular restrictions to certain classes of predicates, which are indicative of its underlying semantics. Thus, the following contexts do not tolerate one -- in normal contexts:
(11) a. ?? One has a nose.   
       b. ?? One lives in a big city. 
        c. ?? One has fever. 
Instead the kinds of predicates possible with generic one are, roughly, those describing possible first-person experiences or possible actions (‘one can open the bottle with one hand’), and deontic predicates (‘one should not lie’). (Generic one is also possible with conditionals, with almost any predicate, but this can be set aside.)
     What goes on with generic one in sentences describing possible experiences or actions is best considered a form of simulation, in roughly the sense of Gordon (1986, 1995), Goldman (1989, 1995), Heal (1986) and others: an agent generalizes an experience or action of his own by projecting himself onto any other person that might be in the same situation – and that meets certain normal conditions (or belongs to a particular contextually given group). That is, the speaker establishes a generalization about the experiences of others not by theorizing about them or observing them, but by simulating them, by putting himself into their shoes. Generic one-sentences (of the relevant sort) thus express what one may call generalizing self-ascriptions. 
       I believe that the same kind of first-person-based generalization is involved in the semantics of evaluative predicates and epistemic modals and it is precisely that what generates the effect of faultless disagreement. 
      Let us first note that faultless disagreement is possible with generic one-sentences in just the same way. Thus, one person might be justified in asserting (12a), whereas another person, used to a greater degree level of comfort, may be justified in asserting (12b):
(12) a. One cannot sleep on this sofa.
       b. One can sleep on this sofa.
Yet the two clearly disagree.
     Also retraction is possible with generic one-sentences. Thus, someone who previously was correct in asserting (3) may retract his assertion later when the place of the picture has changed.
     Finally, two people, with quite different experiences, may share the content of a generic one sentence. Thus an inference of the following sort is always valid:
(13) A found out that one can see the picture from the entrance.
        B found out that one can see the picture from the entrance.
        A and B found out the same thing (namely that one can see the picture from the entrance).
     Before returning to epistemic modals and evaluative predicates, let me sketch a formal semantic analysis of generic one-sentence of the sort discussed. 
      The analysis needs to account for the fact that generic one can either occur as genericity-inducing, or as a bound variable, and that it can occur as bound by an adverb of quantification, as in (14):
(14) Nowadays one generally looks old only past the age of 60.
Genericity-inducing one in fact acts like an indefinite NP in donkey-sentences. Like such indefinites, it need not c-command a bound variable occurrence of one:
(15) When one is young, one has lots of energy.
I thus take generic one, in both its occurrence as a genericity-inducing NP and as a bound variable, as introducing a variable to be bound by a generic operator Gn (Krifka et al. 1980) or generic adverb of quantification, without being subject to a familiarity/novelty condition. This is reflected in a first analysis of (15) in (16a), which, however is not adequate – it is the analysis appropriate for (16b):
(16) a. Gn  x   [human(x) & young(x)] [has lots of energy(x)]
       b. A young person has lots of energy.
(16a) does not yet capture what is special about one, as opposed to indefinites like ‘a person’ or ‘people’: one incorporates a de se interpretation and a generalization to a relevant group of conscious beings whose perspective the relevant agent takes. 
     To implement this formally, I propose that the variable in (16a) be supplemented by a ‘mode of presentation’, the speaker’s ‘self-mode of presentation’ (or whoever the relevant agent may be). This means that the predicate is applied to a given value of the variable as if the speaker were to apply the predicate to himself. 
     I will follow Lewis’ (1979), according to whom attitudes de se constitute a self-application of a property, and I will follow Chierchia (1990) in taking the contents of sentences involving de se interpreted expressions to express properties, represented by a lambda expression. 
     The ‘self-mode of presentation’ that we need can then be taken to be the property x[x = y], where ‘y’ is the variable later to be bound by the lambda operator defining the meaning of the sentence as a property (then to be self-ascribed in an act of assertion or belief). Thus, the meaning of (3) will be represented as in (17):
(17)   λy[Gn z    see from the entrance(<z, x[x = y]>, the picture)]
An attitude report with an embedded one-sentence, such as (8b) would thus be analysed as in (18):
(18) found out(John,  z[Gn  y   see from the entrance(<y,  x[x = z]>, the picture)])
Assertions of one-sentences will thus be self-locating assertions, and beliefs whose content is representable by one-sentences self-locating beliefs. 
    Note that the analysis will have to be further enriched by supplementing the variable bound by the lambda operator by a variable for the time of the relevant intentional act or state.
     A mode of presentation crucially determines the applicability (appropriateness) of predicates. If a predicate is to apply to a group of beings on the basis of the first-person mode of presentation, then this is possible only if the predicate either describes an action or experience, that is immediately accessible to the agent in question (or -- a side remark -- for the case of deontic predicates, if it incorporates a generalization with practical application to either the speaker or the addressee).
    Faultless disagreement is well explained on this account:  it is ‘faultless’ because the generalization is based on first-person experience about which one can generally not be in error. It is ‘disagreement’ because a generalization is made with, generally, at least overlapping domains of application, and moreover because an interlocutor can accept the content of a generic one-sentence only if he self-applies the content it expresses.. 
      Sharing of contents of generic one-sentence by different agents is possible for just the same reasons as sharing of contents of sentences involving de se pronouns is possible on Lewis’ (1979) account.
     Returning now to predicates of taste and epistemic modals, it is easy to see how the account can be carried over to them.
     I take predicates of taste to express two-place relations. Thus, tastes good expresses the relation that holds between an object o and an agent a if o tastes good to a. Then with an occurrence of tastes good as in (19a), the second argument position will be bound by a generic operator and the argument position filled by a complex variable, just as in the case of generic one-sentences. Thus for (19a) we will have (19b):
(19) a. Chocolate tastes good.
       b. λy[ Gn  z  tastes good(c, (<z, x[x = y]>,]
The explanation of faultless disagreement and of sharing of propositional contents will then of course be the same.
     Note also that for sentences expressing a judgment of taste, a first-person experience suffices to make the generalization:
(20) John just found out that chocolate tastes good.
Moreover, an inference to the first person, as in (21), is generally valid:
(21) Chocolate tastes good.
       Chocolate tastes good to me.
     Epistemic modals can be analysed similarly. If we take might to be represented as a predicate of propositions, relativised to a time and an agent, we will get the representation of (4b) as in (22a) and then similarly of (5b) as in (22b):
(22) a.   λyt[M(t,  z, p)]
	λyt[Gn z [M((t, (z, λx[x = y])), p)]

Faultless disagreement, as well as retraction thus are explained as before.
    There is another piece of evidence for the present account and against the relativist account that postulates additional parameters such as epistemic standards and standards of taste as part of the context of assessment. This is the behaviour of the relevant expressions in attitude  contexts, as in (23):
(23) a. John thinks that it might rain.
       b. John thinks that chocolate tastes good.
Clearly the epistemic context in (23a) and the standard of taste in (23b) are those of John, not the speaker. However, for the relativist, the additional parameter of assessment of the embedded proposition always become the parameter of the assessment of the entire sentence (see McFarlane 2005b for the case of know).This is adequate, however, only for nonattitudinal embedding predicates, such as modal and temporal ones. (Thus it could be the case that chocolate tastes good keeps the taste parameter to be the one of the speaker.) With embedding attitude verbs, the ‘additional parameter’ will always be the one of the described agent, as the present account correctly predicts.
     The general point of my account, one might say, is that the phenomena motivating relativism can be reduced, at least to a great extent, to the possibility of ‘ de se contents’ and the possibility of generalizing through a form of simulation. Whereas the former is a familiar phenomenon in the philosophy of language and in semantics, the possibility of simulation playing a significant role in the semantics of natural language has so far not been explored. There is significant evidence, though, that natural language does make use of that concept (giving further evidence that it does play a cognitively significant role). It is this notion, more precisely generalizing first-person experiences by simulation, that can explain why a relativized notion of truth is required only for certain kinds of context-dependent expressions, namely precisely those whose application conditions are ultimately based on an essential first-person application. It is thus no accident that spatial indexicals do not give rise to a relativist notion of truth and that conversely evaluative predicates and epistemic modals do not allow for a contextualist or implicit-argument account. Moreover, given the view I have outlined, apparent ‘relativist’ phenomena turn out to be much less of a provocation to traditional notions of truth and propositional content than is sometimes thought, once it is acknowledged that certain truths are profoundly first-personal in nature.
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