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Handout 5
Notions of Truthmaking and Candidates for the Truthmaker Role


1. Truthmaking in truthmaker semantics: semantic truthmaking

Situation-based semantics in general
The denotation of a sentence is the set of situations in which it is true.

Earlier views (Situation Semantics)
(1) The notion of inexact truthmaking
      If a situation s makes a sentence S true, then also any situation s’, s < s’, makes 
      S true (Monotonicity).

Truthmaker semantics (Fine 2017)
(2) Exact truthmaking
      A situation s is an exact truthmaker of a sentence S (s- S) iff s makes S true and s is 
      wholly relevant for the truth of S.

Fine’s notion instead of ‘situation’: 
 ‘state’ – any entity suited to play the truthmaker role.

Conditions of truthmaker semantics for conjunctions and disjunctions
(3) a. s -  A & B iff for situation s’, s’’, s’ -  A and s’’ -  B and  s = sum({ s', s"})
     b. s -  A v B iff s -  A or s - B
Existential quantification (standard treatment)
(3) c. s -  Some A is B iff there is a substitution instance S of Some A is B, such that s-  S.
Universal quantification
Must include condition of exhaustiveness:
(3) d. s -  Every A is B iff there are situations s' and s" such that s = sum({ s', s"}) and for 
           any substitution instance S of every A is B, there is a situation s"' such that s'" < s" and 
           s'" - S and s' = ALL(s", sum({s s -  S', for some substitution instance S' of every 
            A is B})).
(3) e. John quickly corrected every mistake.

Condition on negation: make use of exact falsitymaking -
(4) a. s- not S iff s - S.
      b. A situation s is an exact falsity maker of a sentence S (s -S) iff s makes S false and s 
          is wholly relevant for the falsity of S.

Bilateral truthmaker semantics
Positive extension of a sentence S (pos(S)): the set of truthmakers of S
Negative extension of a sentence S (neg(S)): the set of falsity makers of S.

Unilateral truthmaker semantics
Only positive extension

Why exact truthmaking?
Notion of partial truth, partial content, and subject matter
(5) a. A sentence S is partially true iff for some s, s pos(S), there is a part s’ of s, s’ is actual 
          (part of the actual world).
      b. For sets of situations A and B, B is a partial content of A iff every exact truthmaker of 
          A contains an exact truthmaker of B and every exact truthmaker of B is contained in an 
          exact truthmaker of A.
      c. The subject matter of a sentence S is the fusion of all its truthmakers 
          (and falsity makers).
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2. The older notion of truthmaking: metaphysical truthmaking

Fundamental intuition about truth
The truth of sentences should be grounded in reality. 

Deriving metaphysical truthmaking from the grounding of truth (Rodriguez-Pereyra (2005)
Given that grounding is a relation between a sentence and something else, there needs to be an entity which grounds the truth of a sentence, that is, in virtue of which the sentence is true.

Comment
This is a questionable argument:
‘a is grounded in b’ does not entail that there is a specific part b’ of b, such that b grounds a.
Compare: 
There is a misunderstanding in the book does not entail that there is a specific part of the book containing the misunderstanding, rather the book overall may be based on a misunderstanding. Similarly, The Mafia boss lives in Sicily can be true if there is no specific place in Sicily where the boss live, but he oved around temporary residences constantly.
Thus, the truth of S is grounded in reality’ can be true if the sentence is true in virtue of reality overall.

(6) Truthmaker Principle (Armstrong 1997)
     An entity s makes a sentence S true iff s exists and the existence of s entails the truth of S. 

Philosophers endorsing the metaphysical notion of truthmaking:
Armstrong (1997), Mulligan / Simons / Smith (1984), Rodriguez-Pereyra (2005), Restall (1996), among others.

Applying metaphysical truthmaking to semantics?
‘The idea of truthmaking is a controversial, but often discussed, idea in contemporary metaphysics. It has rarely been explored for the purpose of natural language semantics, though. At the same time, it is not clear that it can truly be applied in linguistic semantics.’ (Moltmann 2013, p. 89).

The use of the metaphysical notion for semantics
Moltmann (2007), later rejected in Moltmann (2013), and again partially adopted in Moltmann (2019).

The metaphysical notion is sometimes used for inexact truthmaking; sometimes for exact truthmaking.

Defense of exact truthmaking (Rodriguez-Pereyra 2005)
A truthmaker should strictly consist only of features in virtue of which a sentence is true. 
E. g., John is walking is made true by a walking event of John, but not by an event that is a walking and yawning of John or an event that is a walking of John and Mary. 

Question: what are ‘features’ –  Entities? Tropes?

Exact metaphysical truthmaking in semantics
If the metaphysical notion of truthmaking is used for the semantics of nominalizations, this requires exact truthmaking:
John’s happiness could not possibly refer to a trope involving any properties on the part of John not constitutive of John’s being happy
Likewise for the semantics of adverbial modification:
John is profoundly happy could not possibly be understood as “John is happy and John and Mary’s happiness was profound.” 

What sorts of objects can the worldly objects be that act as metaphysical truthmakers?
1. Armstrong (1997): 
States of affairs as parts of the world.
2. Mulligan / Simons / Smith (1984): 
‘Moments’ – a category of entities that including events and tropes, and material objects: 
Examples
Tropes as truthmakers: John’s happiness
(7) John is happy. 
Events as truthmakers: John’s walk
(8) John was walking. 
Objects as truthmakers:
(9) a. There was a man in the park. 
     b. John is a man. 

The decision of what the truthmaker of a sentence is will come from ‘below’, rather than from semantic considerations.

What distinguishes the metaphysical notion of truthmaking from the semantic one
1. Not all sentences need to have metaphysical truthmakers
      Strong version of metaphysical truthmaker theory:
Every true sentence needs to have a truthmaker (Armstrong 1997, Restall 1996)
Weak version: 
Not all true sentences need to have a truthmaker, e.g., not negative sentences (Mulligan/Simons /Smith 1984).
2. Truthmakers are independent of compositional semantics, may enter various complex relations to the sentence

Semantic application of metaphysical truthmaking (Moltmann 2007)
Adverbial modifiers as predicates of truthmakers:
(10) a. John is profoundly happy. 
       b. t(t - John is happy & profound(t)) 
Nominalizations
(11) a. John’s slow walk 
        b. max e: e - John walked slowly
Stacked adverbials: predicates of an entity that “incorporates” the contribution of another adverbial modifier:
(12) a. The ball suddenly rolled quickly. 
      b. e(e - The ball suddenly rolled quickly iff  
           e’(e’ - The ball rolled quickly & e - <SUDDEN, e’>))
In (12a), truthmaking also between an event and a structured proposition.
(12a) involves three truthmakers: 
1. the event of the ball’s rolling (the truthmaker of the proposition that the ball rolled),
2. the event of the ball’s quick rolling (the truthmaker of the proposition that the ball rolled quickly)
3. the suddenness of the ball’s quick rolling (which is the truthmaker for the entire sentence).
Adverbials taking scope over universal quantifier
(13) a. John carefully corrected all the mistakes
        b. e - John carefully corrected every mistake iff there is an event e' such that: 
            e - ([carefully], e') & e' - John corrected every mistake
Negation
(14) a. John did not correct the mistake.
       b. e - John did not correcte the mistake iff e -  John corrected the mistake.


Semantic Applications of truthmaking to adverbial and adnominal modification
Advantages:
1. captures well the intuition that a simple subject–predicate sentence such as John is happy is just about John, not “John’s happiness.” “John’s happiness” comes to play a semantic role only via the truthmaking relation. 
2. The truthmaking relation allows the referent of John’s happiness to be a concrete entity, more specific than the description used to refer to it, without, though, acting as an implicit argument of the predicate.

Problems with the application of metaphysical truthmaking to semantics
1.   Partial and total adjectives (Yoon 1996)
The truthmaker of a sentence may have to be identified in different ways for partial and total adjectives.
Clean ‘absence of any dirt’ –  dirty ‘presence of some dirt’
Straight ‘absence of a bent’ – bent  ‘presence of a bent’
Whole  –  broken
Even –  uneven
Perfect –  flawed
The difficulty
Sentences with total adjectives: 
have allness condition as truthmaker (if any)
Sentences with partial adjective: 
have as truthmaker a particular ‘disturbance’ (with part of the subject referent as bearer) 
Sentences with other adjectives (happy, foreign etc) have as truthmakers tropes (of various sorts) with the entire subject reference as bearer as truthmakers.
Consequence
No uniform semantics of predication (with adjectives) based on metaphysical truthmaking.
Semantic truthmaking
Is unproblematic since it comes with a uniform semantics:
Sentences of the form ‘NP is A’ always have states as truthmakers.

2.   With partial and total adjectives, the truthmaking conditions arguably forms part of the lexical content of the adjectives that is part of the speakers’ linguistic competence, in many cases the condition the predicate imposes on the truthmaker may not be part of a competent speaker’s knowledge of language. A predicate may turn out to be negative (requiring the absence of tropes of a certain sort) or quantificational, depending on the outcome of science, without any speaker yet knowing that. Metaphysical truthmaking then has no semantic application.

3.     Gradable adjectives, comparatives
(15) a. John’s strength exceeds Mary’s strength.  
       b. Mary is weaker than Sue.

John’s strength cannot just refer to physical conditions, but must refer to tropes individuated also with respect to the order given by the underlying adjectival concept. 
This means that they cannot just refer to the truthmaker of a sentence consisting of a suitable subject and the adjective. 
Mary is weaker than Sue would have to be true on the basis of Mary’s condition and Sue’s condition.  What makes them stand in the relation “weaker than,” that is, what in the world is it from which the truth of the sentence Mary is weaker than Sue follows?  This can only be the ordering that the adjective  weak itself imposes on the physical conditions.
Thus, metaphysical truthmaking does not seem suited the semantics of (gradable) adjectives.
Unproblematic for semantic truthmaking (?).
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

3. Challenging issues for exact truthmaking

3.1. The general issue

What sorts of things are exact truthmakers?
‘State’: technical notion: whatever plays the semantic truthmaker role
‘Situation’: semitechnical notion
Different views of what situations are and what sorts of entities situations comprise

General assumption about truthmakers:
Are parts of the world, and as such should be concrete – but in what sense?

Notion of concreteness:
4. in space and time
5. causally efficacious
6. not necessarily existent
A notion important for semantics:
7. being fully specific

A useful criterion for full specificity: predicates of description (Moltmann 2007)
(16) a. Mary described John’s happiness.
       b. ??? Mary described John’s being happy / the fact that John was happy.

Abstract objects can be fully specific or not:
(17) a. the straightness of the line (specific)
        b. the line’s being straight. (unspecific)

3.2.  Two challenges

3.2.1. Completions of relations

Neutral relations (Fine 2000)
Binary relations completed as situations or states of affairs are neutral, not involving a direction or order among the arguments
Are such completions semantic truthmakers?
This would mean that (18a) and (18b) have the same truthmakers:
(18) a. John saw Mary.
        b. Mary was seen by John.
But what if completions need to be built compositionally (first completion by object referent (for one theta role) then by subject referent (for another theta role)?
Also, if by-phrases are adjuncts, this may make a difference to the situation described.

Another case: double object alternations
(19) a. John gave the book to Mary.
       b. John gave Mary the book.
Different theta-roles for to Mary and Mary (goal vs. beneficiary)

Plural slot theory (Dixon 2018)
Symmetric relations are in fact plural properties
Does this mean that (20a) and (20b) have the same semantic truthmakers?
(20) a. John is similar to Bill.
        b. John and Bill are similar.
(21) a. John is a neighbor of Bill.
       b. John and Bill are neighbors.
This seems implausible given any reasonable subsentential compositional truthmaker semantics.

2.2.2. The problem of specificity

(22) a. John is a doctor 
        b. John is a gynecologist.

A state as part of the world should be fully specific, but being a gynecologist is more specific than is needed for the truth of (22a).
But assume being a gynecologist is relevant for the truth of being a doctor. 
Then (22a) and (22b) should have the same truthmakers.

But what is the status of such truthmakers?
Targets of adnominal modification?
Adnominal modifiers make a difference between a and b:
(23) a. John is an unusual doctor.
       b. John is an unusual gynecologist.
Another example:
(24) a. John ran.
       b. John moved.
(25) a. John ran quickly.
       b. John moved quickly.
Modifier applies to a kind, rather than a particular quality or event.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

3. Events and truthmaking

Davidsonian event semantics (Davidson 1967):
(26) a. John walked slowly.
        b. e(walk(e, John) & slowly(e))

Truthmaker-based event semantics:
(27) e’e(e- John walked & e’- <SLOWLY, e>)

Are events too specific for the truthmaking role?
Yes:
De Silva (2025, p. 264):
‘(…) let us consider the view of truthmakers as events. It seems plausible that events can explain the truth and falsityof at least some sentences (…) the event of John buttering the toast seems to make it true that “John buttered the toast”, providing the required explanation for its truth. However, weare dealing with exact truthmaker semantics and therefore looking for an entity that could be the exact truthmaker forthis sentence. And while we could describe this situation as an event of John buttering the toast, we would probablybe leaving out lots of details about the event that would be irrelevant for the truth of “John buttered the toast”, such as how long John took, with what hand he did it, what brand of butter (if any) he used, how burnt the toast was, etc. All of these details would be part of any event of John buttering thetoast, yet they are all irrelevant information for determiningthe truth of “John buttered the toast”. ‘

Moltmann (2019, p. 360) :
‘The alternative, truthmaker account would do away with the Davidsonian argument position of verbs, adjectives, as well as adverbials. While this gives justice to an intuition that the semantics of those expressions is simpler than the Davidsonian would have it, there are reasons to in fact not pursue the truthmaker account in that way. Given the relation of exact truthmaking, events, like any other fully individuated entities (including tropes), appear unsuited for the exact truthmaking relation (…). Events generally have more properties than are needed for the exact truthmaking of sentences. Take the sentence John is walking. A concrete event of John's walking has a location, a manner, an intensity, possibly a company, and other features not relevant for the truth of John is walking. That is, events, like tropes and enduring objects, are too thick to serve as exact truthmakers. Thus, there is reason not to apply Truthmaker Semantics to the semantics of nominalizations and simpler adverbial constructions (…). 
      There are, arguably, entities, though, that we refer to in natural language that serve the exact truthmaker role, namely 'cases', entities we refer to as the case in which John might be walking, the case in which John does not get up before 8, the case in which John eliminates every mistake, etc. (…). But 'cases' have very different properties from events. In fact, they have a lot fewer properties than events, lacking, generally, a location, a temporal part structure and causal roles (…). Take 'the case in which John does not get up: which would be the exact truthmaker of the sentence John does not get up. That case cannot be located in Germany, does not have temporal parts (if any in fact), and cannot make Mary fall asleep again. That is, unlike events it lacks a spatial location, temporal parts, and causal roles.    
       Despite the difficulties with a truthmaker-based semantics for nominalizations and simple adverbial modification, the truth maker-based semantics appears the only option and in fact an entirely appropriate one for adverbial modification of quantified and negated sentences. This means that the Davidsonian semantics of event (and trope) nominalizations as well as simpler adverbial constructions should best be combined with a truthmaker account of more complex constructions involving adverbials and complex nominalizations.’

Cases as truthmakers (Moltmann 2021)
(28) a. The cases in which John did not get up.
       b.  Sum s (s John did not get up)

Do the same intuitions obtain for tropes?

(29) a. Mary is happy.
       b. The vase is heavy.
       c. Socrates is wise.

Mary’s happiness, John’s nervousness, Socrates’ wisdom – do they contain features irrelevant for the truth of (29a – c)?

Note: tropes do not come with a direct location:
(30) a. ??? Socrates’ wisdom was in Athens
        b. ??? The vase’s heaviness is on the table.

What exactly are the criteria for relevance?
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Next time
8. Motivations for other sorts of concrete objects as truthmakers
9. Can the exact truthmaking relation be modified to accommodate concrete, fully specific objects as truthmakers?
10. Can completions of relations be truthmakers?
11. Parts of truthmakers: what condition does the part-of relation (on which partial trut and partial content are based) impose on truthmakers?
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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