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Abstract
Some in the recent literature have claimed that a connection exists between the Liar

paradox and semantic relativism: the view that the truth values of certain occur-

rences of sentences depend on the contexts at which they are assessed. Sagi

(Erkenntnis 82(4):913–928, 2017) argues that contextualist accounts of the Liar

paradox are committed to relativism, and Rudnicki and Łukowski (Synthese 1–20,

2019) propose a new account that they classify as relativist. I argue that a full

understanding of how relativism is conceived within theories of natural language

shows that neither of the purported connections can be maintained. There is no

reason why a solution to the Liar paradox needs to accept relativism.

1 Introduction

The Liar sentence L, which reads ‘L is not true’, can be used to produce an

apparently valid argument proving that L is not true (or fails to express a

proposition, or fails to express a true proposition) and that L is true (or expresses a

proposition, or expresses a true proposition). This is the Liar paradox, and it appears

to be the ‘symptom of a major problem with our reasoning about truth’ (Scharp

2013b, 429). Numerous analyses seek to show that no genuine contradiction can be

derived from the Liar sentence (e.g., Chihara 1979; Gupta 1982; Maudlin 2004;

McGee 1991; Scharp 2013a). Contextualist accounts comprise a popular solution,

arguing that some step in the reasoning induces a context shift, and the apparently

contradictory claims thus occur and hold at different contexts (see Barwise and

Etchemendy 1987; Burge 1982; Glanzberg 2001; Murzi and Rossi 2018; Parsons

1974; Simmons 1993). The thesis that the truth values of certain occurrences of

sentences depend on the contexts in which they are used is uncontroversial in

linguistics and the philosophy of language.
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Some in the recent literature have drawn a connection between solutions to the

Liar paradox and relativism, a more controversial thesis holding that the truth values

of occurrences of sentences also depend on the contexts at which they are assessed.

Sagi (2017) purports to show that contextualist accounts are committed to relativism

about the Liar sentence. It would follow that such accounts have been ‘mischar-

acterised and [...] should be re-evaluated according to their full implications’ (Sagi

2017, 913). One implication is that contextualist accounts would be vulnerable to

criticisms of relativism advanced in the literature, where some such criticisms have

been advanced by contextualists themselves (see Glanzberg 2007). Rudnicki and

Łukowski (2019) present experimental evidence that they take to support an

analysis of the Liar sentence as necessarily false, a position that they classify as a

form of relativism. It would follow that all existing accounts must be reconciled

with empirical data that support a relativist analysis of the Liar sentence.

Furthermore, empirical evidence for a relativist position would have ramifications

for ongoing debates within linguistics about whether any natural language

expressions are sensitive to contexts of assessment. In the current paper, I argue

that a complete understanding of relativism shows that neither of the purported

connections can be maintained.

In Sect. 2, I provide an overview of contextualism and relativism. Section 3 sets

out Sagi’s argument for contextualists’ commitment to relativism, before presenting

several objections. Section 4 describes then opposes Rudnicki and Łukowski’s

proposal and their reason for relating it to relativism. Section 5 challenges an

additional independent argument for connecting relativism and the Liar. I conclude

that there is no need for a solution to the Liar paradox to accept relativism.

2 Relativism

In Sect. 2.1, I explain how contextualism and relativism are characterised within

linguistics and the philosophy of language. Section 2.2 clarifies the implications of a

relativist analysis of the Liar sentence.

2.1 Relativism and Contextualism

It is obvious that contexts play a role in determining the truth values of natural

language sentences. For example, the sentence ‘I am walking’ cannot sensibly be

described as ‘true’ or ‘false’ simpliciter. Rather, it can only be assigned a truth value

relative to particular contexts. It can be assigned the value true if and only if it is

uttered by an agent who is walking at the time of utterance. To capture the influence

of contexts on truth values, contexts must accordingly be thought of as determining

at least a unique world, time, location and agent; though they are often thought to

determine additional features, such as standards of taste and bodies of information.

Sensitivity of semantic values to contexts of use is assumed by standard analyses

of expressions like indexicals and demonstratives (‘I’, ‘here’, ‘now’, ‘that’, etc.; see

Kaplan 1989), gradable adjectives (‘tall’, ‘rich’, etc.; see Kennedy and McNally

2005), modals (‘might’, ‘ought’, ‘possible’, etc.; see Kratzer 1981), and quantifier
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expressions (‘every’, ‘most’, etc.; see Stanley and Szabó 2000). Yet it has been

argued that the truth values of certain types of sentences also depend on contexts of

assessment, which are ‘possible situation[s] in which a speech act or mental attitude

might be assessed’ (MacFarlane 2012, 135). This position is often motivated by

observing that the natural way of evaluating a given type of sentence appears

incompatible with its having a semantic value fixed by its context of use.1 It has

been argued that contexts of assessment affect the truth values of occurrences of

sentences containing predicates of personal taste (e.g., ‘Rollercoasters are fun’; see

Lasersohn 2005, 2009; MacFarlane 2005b; Stephenson 2007), epistemic modals

(e.g., ‘It might be raining outside’; Egan 2007; Egan et al. 2005; MacFarlane 2011a;

Stephenson 2007), deontic modals (e.g., ‘We ought to save the drowning child’;

Kolodny and MacFarlane 2010), knowledge claims (e.g., ‘I know that it is raining’;

MacFarlane 2005a, 2011b; Richard 2004) and future contingents (e.g., ‘It will rain

tomorrow’; MacFarlane 2003, 2008).

To demonstrate the coherence of relativism, and to clarify how it differs from

contextualism, an account is required of the ways in which contexts of use and

contexts of assessment can affect the interpretation of expressions. The most

detailed account is provided by MacFarlane (2003, 2005b, 2007, 2011a, 2012,

2014). He first distinguishes between the following forms of context sensitivity

(e.g., in 2014, 64):

Use sensitive (MacFarlane) An expression is use sensitive iff its extension

(relative to a context of use and context of assessment) depends on features of the

context of use.

Assessment sensitive (MacFarlane) An expression is assessment sensitive iff its

extension (relative to a context of use and context of assessment) depends on

features of the context of assessment.

He then defines a relativist semantic theory as one that takes some expressions to be

assessment sensitive (MacFarlane 2012, 135), whereas a contextualist semantic

theory only attributes use sensitivity to expressions.

A complication emerges from the fact that standard semantic frameworks—such

as the one developed in Kaplan 1989—include no means by which features of a

context of assessment could affect the semantic values of expressions. Kaplan

(1989, 502) describes circumstances of evaluation as ‘actual and counterfactual

scenarios with respect to which it is appropriate to ask for the extensions of a given

well-formed expression’, and which include a possible world, a time, ‘and perhaps

1 For example, the below scenarios (from Shirreff and Weatherson 2017, 793–794) suggest a difference

between personal taste predicates like ‘delicious’ and expressions like ‘pleasant here’:

1. Kim (age 8): Lunchables are delicious.

Kim (age 27, reminded of previous assertion): I take it back / What I said was false.

2. Kim (in a cafe): It is pleasant here.

Kim (in an oil refinery, reminded of previous assertion): ? I take it back / What I said was false.

If the truth of an occurrence of a sentence is fixed by features of its context of use, then a speaker should

not later classify the original occurrence of the sentence as false or retract it, a prediction that holds for (2)

but not for (1).
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other features as well’. In this framework, a sentence expresses content (specifically,

a proposition) relative to a context, and this content receives a truth value relative to

a circumstance of evaluation fixed by the context. MacFarlane adapts this standard

framework in two ways. First, he allows circumstances of evaluation to include

features additional to worlds and times, such as tastes and bodies of information

(MacFarlane 2014, 82–8). Second, he assumes that it is not only contexts of use that

may affect contents and circumstances of evaluation, but also contexts of
assessment. According to the resulting picture, an expression may be use

(assessment) sensitive because its content is determined by some feature F of the

context of use (assessment), or because the circumstance at which it is evaluated

includes some F of the context of use (assessment).2

For instance, a contextualist about ‘delicious’ might hold that ‘Liquorice is

delicious’ expresses different propositions at different contexts of use (say, when

used at ci it expresses the proposition that liquorice is pleasing to the tastes at ci),
and a relativist might hold that it expresses different propositions at different

contexts of assessment (say, when used at ci and assessed at cj, it expresses the

proposition that liquorice is pleasing to the tastes at cj). Alternatively, a

contextualist and relativist might agree that ‘Liquorice is delicious’ expresses the

same proposition relative to each context of use and assessment (say, that liquorice

is pleasing to the tastes at the circumstance of evaluation); but a contextualist would

then hold that the relevant circumstance of evaluation includes the tastes of the

context of use, whereas the relativist would consider it to include the tastes of the

context of assessment.

2.2 Relativism and the Liar

In light of the significant differences between contextualism and relativism, Sagi

(2017) is correct to accuse contextualists about the Liar sentence (hereafter, ‘Liar

contextualists’) of a serious mischaracterisation of their own position should they be

committed to the assessment sensitivity of the Liar sentence. Moreover, Rudnicki

and Łukowski (2019) aim to provide evidence that the brain responses elicited by

Liar sentences and false sentences are statistically identical, which they take to

support a relativist analysis of the Liar sentence; and if they successfully achieve

this aim, then advocates of any account that treats the Liar sentence as insensitive to

contexts of assessment will face the burden of reconciling their account with these

data. Yet endorsing a relativist analysis of the Liar sentence has broader

implications. First, relativism is a more controversial thesis than contextualism,

and has faced a number of criticisms. Second, the complexity surrounding the

development and defence of an explicitly relativist account of the Liar paradox

2 MacFarlane (2014, 88) distinguishes between nonindexical contextualism and indexical contextualism,

which diverge respectively on whether an expression’s use sensitivity arises because some F of the

context of use determines the circumstance at which it is to be evaluated or its content. Similarly,

MacFarlane (Ibid., 73) distinguishes truth-value relativism from content relativism, which diverge

respectively on whether an expression’s assessment sensitivity arises because some F of the context of

assessment determines the circumstance at which it is to be evaluated or its content.
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would render it surprising if the assessment sensitivity of the Liar sentence turned

out to be a simple entailment of other views. I discuss each of these factors in turn.

Given that MacFarlane’s elaboration of relativism vindicates the coherence of the

notion, one might expect it to be a simple empirical matter whether any natural

language expressions are assessment sensitive. Yet a number of complications

surround gathering and interpreting relevant empirical data (see Beddor and Egan

2018; Katz and Salerno 2017; Khoo and Knobe 2018; Knobe and Yalcin 2014).

Moreover, some have argued that relativism should be rejected even if it were to

receive apparent empirical support. One such argument, often presented implicitly,

is that traditional contextualist accounts of a given type of expression should be

upheld by default whenever possible, hence relativists about that type of expression

incur the burden of showing that no version of contextualism could be empirically

adequate (e.g., see Sundell 2011, 281). A more explicit version of this argument is

presented by Cappelen and Hawthorne (2009), who identify a mainstream view they

call ‘Simplicity’ that includes the thesis: ‘There are propositions and they instantiate

the fundamental monadic properties of truth simpliciter and falsity simpliciter’ (1).

They claim that Simplicity is incompatible with relativism (though MacFarlane

2011c disputes this claim), and that ‘[t]here is a naturalness about Simplicity that

puts a heavy burden on anyone who wants to reject it’ (6). Criticisms of relativism

have even been given by Liar contextualists when discussing independent issues

(e.g., Glanzberg 2007). For these reasons, it is far from trivial to be committed to a

relativist analysis of the Liar sentence, whether this commitment is inadvertent (as

Sagi claims for Liar contextualists) or deliberate (in the case of Rudnicki and

Łukowski).

Moreover, despite the popularity of relativist analyses of certain types of

expressions, it is rare for accounts of the Liar sentence or the object-language truth

predicate to endorse relativism. To my knowledge, Scharp (2013a, 2013b) advances

the only existing proposal for an explicitly relativist analysis of the predicate ‘true’,

which he takes to be motivated by semantic paradoxes like the Liar.3 It would be

surprising if the position that Scharp goes to great lengths to develop and defend

turned out to be a simple entailment of treating the Liar sentence as use sensitive or

necessarily false. Similarly, since Scharp explicitly argues against Liar

3 Billon (2012) and Bobzien (2017) also suggest the potential of developing relativist accounts of the

Liar sentence, although neither fully develops such an account. Scharp (2013a, 231) claims that the

details Billon provides about his proposal are sufficient to show that it will be ‘felled by the obvious

revenge paradoxes’. Whether Bobzien’s proposal is genuinely relativist, as defined in Sect. 2.1, is open to

doubt: she postulates viewpoint-relative ‘subvalues’ distinct from the ordinary values true and false, such

that ordinary truth values are assigned to occurrences of sentences in a manner insensitive to contexts of

assessment (see 2017, 85–6), and no sub-expression in an occurrence of the Liar sentence (including

‘true’) is assessment sensitive (Ibid., 101). Simmons (2018b, 23, 36) states that his account—previously

classified by himself and others as contextualist—treats ‘true’ as assessment sensitive. He takes this to be

the case due to the arguments of Sagi 2017 (Ibid., fn. 24), and because ‘its semantic value depends on the

schema by which it is evaluated’ (Ibid., 23). In order to meet MacFarlane’s criteria to count as assessment

sensitive (see Sect. 2.1), the extension of (non-subscripted) occurrences of ‘true’, and the relevant truth

schema used for evaluation, would need to depend on the context of assessment. Yet Simmons (35–6)

indicates that the issue of whether or not the extension of ‘true’ includes L—which he takes to be a

sentence type in a context—depends exclusively on the context of use for ‘true’.
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contextualism (e.g., in Scharp 2013a, 71–3), the discovery that it entails his own

position would be striking.

3 Liar Contextualism Does Not Entail Relativism

Having described the differences between contextualism and relativism, we are in a

position to consider Sagi’s (2017) view that Liar contextualism is committed to

relativism. Section 3.1 sets out Sagi’s main argument. I then present several

objections. First, the values that Sagi takes to be assigned at different contexts of

assessment in the course of the Liar argument do not seem to be genuinely

conflicting (Sect. 3.2). Second, a close examination of a version of Liar

contextualism that treats the domain of propositions as context dependent indicates

that this type of account is not a form of relativism (Sect. 3.3). Finally, not even the

weaker view that contextualist accounts are committed to a ‘broad’ form of

relativism can be defended (Sect. 3.4).

3.1 Sagi’s General Argument

The first question to address concerns what Sagi takes ‘relativism’ to be. She begins

with several preliminary definitions (917–8). First, she considers an utterance a to

be a pair consisting of a sentence sa and a context of use ca. An utterance b is an

assessment of an utterance a if b assigns to a an outcome of a truth evaluation.4

Finally, b is a true assessment of a if b is true with respect to the context of use cb
and the relevant context of assessment (cb by default, according to Sagi), which is

the case only if the value that b assigns to a is the one that a receives as used in ca
and assessed from cb. Then:5

Assessment sensitive (Sagi) An utterance a is assessment sensitive if a’s

evaluation depends on the context of assessment. Specifically, if there are two

true assessments b and c of a that occur at distinct contexts of use, and the values

b and c assign to a are conflicting, then a is assessment sensitive.

Sagi (fn. 5) states that ‘[c]onflicting values must be distinct’ but ‘not all distinct

values are conflicting’, and that she ‘will not define conflicting values, but will

rather go case by case’. She also notes that a sentence s is assessment sensitive if

there is an utterance of s that is assessment sensitive, and a sub-sentential expression

4 Sagi admits that this is ‘a vague definition’ (917). As examples of sentences that can be used to

formulate assessments, she gives: ‘a is (true / false / not true / defective / without truth conditions /

without truth value)’ and ‘a expresses (a true / a false / no) proposition’.
5 Sagi’s definition indicates that she is taking the truth predicate to apply to utterances, an approach to

which MacFarlane (2014, 107) objects, on the grounds that ‘the monadic predicate ‘‘true’’ in ordinary use

is a predicate of propositions’. MacFarlane (Ibid.) notes that ‘we can understand utterance truth as a

technical notion, by saying that an utterance at c1 is true (as assessed from c2) just in case the sentence

uttered is true as used at c1 and assessed from c2’. Hence a treatment of propositions as truth bearers may

be recovered from Sagi’s definition and discussion by replacing occurrences of ‘ui’ with occurrences of

‘the content expressed by si as used at ci (and assessed from cj)’.
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is assessment sensitive if an explanation of the assessment sensitivity of a sentence

‘hinges on the occurrence of this expression’ (918).

Sagi is then in a position to state her key claim (918): ‘in the Liar scenario,

sensitivity to context of use entails assessment sensitivity’. To demonstrate this, she

presents a version of the Liar argument (largely following Simmons 2015) that

incorporates the analysis proposed by Liar contextualists, where the context shifts in

the course of the reasoning. Lu is a Liar utterance, insofar as it is an occurrence of

the Liar sentence as used at context cu:

Liar argument (Sagi):

(1) Lu: Lu is not true.

(2) Lu is defective.

(3) Lu0 : Lu is not true.

(4) Lu0 is true.

The failure to assign Lu a semantic value leads to the inference that it is defective.

The fact that it is defective leads to the inference that the Liar utterance is not true,

where this inference results in an utterance Lu0 of the Liar sentence at a new context

cu0 . Since this latter utterance seems to have been properly inferred, it is concluded

that it is true. For Liar contextualists, there is no contradiction, since distinct values

have been assigned to distinct occurrences of the same sentence. Yet Sagi thinks

that this reasoning process entails the assessment sensitivity of the Liar utterance.

Her core argument is as follows:

The assessments in (2) and (3) were both inferred, and are taken to be true in this

reasoning [...] The said assessments give different semantic values to [Lu]:
‘defective’ and ‘not true’. Moreover, these values are conflicting [...] Being

defective should be understood here as resisting both values ‘true’ and ‘not true’

[...] Thus, by our definitions, [Lu] is assessment-sensitive. (Sagi 2017, 919).

Sagi goes on to provide further arguments that the specific Liar contextualist

accounts proposed by Simmons and Glanzberg are committed to relativism. In Sect.

3.2, I raise a concern about her core argument, before describing and evaluating her

further claims in later subsections.

3.2 Objection 1: The Values Need Not be Conflicting

Sagi herself draws attention to a difficulty that her argument faces: Lu can only meet

her criteria to be assessment sensitive if ‘Lu is defective’ and ‘Lu is not true’ assign

conflicting values to Lu, but (3) only seems to follow from (2) if these assessments

do not assign conflicting values. That is, there can only be grounds for inferring ‘Lu
is not true’ if this is entailed by ‘Lu is defective’. Sagi responds to this difficulty as

follows:
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[T]he contextualist might reply that it is the context shift that makes this

inference possible: ‘defective’ is in conflict with ‘not true’ when the latter is

uttered in the initial context (denying that [L] is ‘not true’ was part of the

reasoning that lead [sic] to the conclusion that it is defective) but is consonant

with ‘not true’ as uttered in a later context. One can then press and ask what

warrants the inference from (2) to (3). Sticking to the main issue at hand, I

shall give the contextualists this move without attempting to defend it, and see

what it implies. (Sagi 2017, 919)

The idea would seemingly be that ‘Lu is defective’ and ‘Lu is not true’ assign

conflicting values when used at cu and consonant values as used at cu0 . Yet as Sagi

notes, it would remain unclear what sort of principle a Liar contextualist could

endorse that would entail: if ‘Lu is defective’ holds relative to cu and ‘is defective’

means ‘resisting both values ‘true’ and ‘not true’’ at cu, then ‘Lu is not true’ holds

relative to cu0 . Still, she allows the contextualist this move, and takes it to imply that

‘the same utterance receives conflicting values by true assessments in different

contexts [...] of assessment’.

Sagi’s response is puzzling for several reasons. First, the difficulty of maintaining

that ‘Lu is defective’ and ‘Lu is not true’ assign conflicting values relative to the

original context is well-known in the literature (see Gauker 2006, 396). Hence the

most promising formulations of Liar contextualism avoid the sort of move that Sagi

grants.6 Second, the move that Sagi allows the Liar contextualist to make is crucial

to Sagi’s own argument for the assessment sensitivity of the Liar utterance. For it is

only by granting that ‘Lu is defective’ and ‘Lu is not true’ assign conflicting values

for at least some contexts that we might conclude that Lu receives conflicting values

in the course of the Liar argument. Yet, third, even if we grant the sort of move that

Sagi sketches, it still does not follow that Lu is assigned conflicting values. Suppose

that ‘Lu is defective’ and ‘Lu is not true’ assign conflicting values when both used at

cu and consonant values when both used at cu0 . In order to determine whether lines

(2) and (3) of her Liar argument assign conflicting values, we would need to

establish whether ‘Lu is defective’ as used at cu and ‘Lu is not true’ as used at cu0

assign conflicting values in some absolute sense. Yet Sagi provides no reason to

think that this is the case.

In sum, it is difficult to see how to defend the claim that ‘Lu is defective’ and ‘Lu
is not true’ assign conflicting values to Lu in Sagi’s formulation of the Liar

argument. Yet it is only if they assign conflicting values that the assessment

sensitivity of the Liar utterance follows.

6 For instance, Simmons (2018b, 93) holds that L (a sentence type in a context) ‘is pathological [i.e.,
defective] because it cannot be assessed by its associated cL-schema’, where he takes the ‘cL-schema’ to

be conditions for truth in the context in which L is originally used. He continues: ‘Since L cannot be

assessed by its associated cL-schema, it is not truecL ’ (Ibid.). This strongly suggests that, rather than

counting as conflicting values, Lu’s being defective entails its being not true relative to the original

context cu. Also, many contextualists formulate versions of the Liar argument that make no reference

whatsoever to a notion of defectiveness (e.g., Glanzberg 2004; Murzi and Rossi 2018).
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3.3 Objection 2: Contextualism About the Domain of Propositions is
not Relativism

It is common to distinguish between two types of Liar contextualist account (see

Simmons 2018a, 756): those that give a contextualist analysis of the English truth

predicate (e.g., Burge 1982; Koons 1992; Simmons 1993, 2018b) and those that take

the domain of propositions to depend on the context (e.g., Barwise and Etchemendy

1987; Glanzberg 2001, 2004, 2006; Murzi and Rossi 2018; Parsons 1974). After

presenting her general argument, Sagi attempts to show that a paradigm version of

each type of account is committed to relativism. Since her argument pertaining to

Simmons’ version of the first type of account is very similar to her general

argument, I turn now to her discussion of Glanzberg’s version of the second type of

account. I give a brief overview of Glanzberg’s account, before showing that it

involves no commitment to relativism.

Since most truth predications apply the truth predicate to a proposition that is

presented via a sentence that expresses it, Glanzberg claims that predications of

truth generally require the expression relation. According to this view, to say ‘si is

true’ is really to say ‘the proposition expressed by the sentence si in context ci is

true’, which has as its logical form something like ‘9p(Expresses(si; p; ci) ^
True(p))’. Similarly, Sagi’s formulation of the Liar utterance as ‘Lu is not true’ is

properly analysed as ‘:9p(Expresses(L; p; cu) ^ True(p))’. The logical forms of

truth predications therefore include an existential quantifier. By proposing that the

context influences the domain of propositions over which this existential quantifier

ranges, the potential emerges for truth predications such as the Liar sentence to be

sensitive to contexts.

Glanzberg (2004, 33-4) attributes to the Liar sentence L the logical form depicted

in (1) below. ‘pLq’ is a name for L, ‘Exp’ is interpreted as a two-place version of the

expression relation Exp that omits reference to contexts (since the Liar sentence

contains no use-sensitive expressions like indexicals), and ‘Tr’ is a truth predicate of

propositions. In the initial steps of the Liar argument (omitted for current purposes),

assuming that L expresses some proposition q leads to the contradiction that q is true

and q is not true. By standard rules of deductive logic, it follows that the assumption

that L expresses a proposition is false, as stated in (2). But then, the logical form in

(3) follows by standard rules of logic, where this logical form is just L. Having just

given a proof of L, L must be true, so L must express a proposition, as stated in (4):

Liar argument (Glanzberg):

(1) L: :9pðExpðpLq; pÞ ^ TrðpÞÞ.
(2) :9pExpðpLq; pÞ.
(3) :9pðExpðpLq; pÞ ^ TrðpÞÞ.
(4) 9pExpðpLq; pÞ.

The truth of (2) requires that there is no proposition for L to express, while the truth

of (4) requires that there is one, an apparent contradiction that Glanzberg’s Liar
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contextualist analysis seeks to explain. He claims that the context has shifted

between steps (2) and (3), because (2) is the first point in the Liar reasoning where

the Exp relation is rendered salient, since it is the first point that includes ‘Exp’ in an

assertion without undischarged premises (Glanzberg 2004, 39). The salience of the

Exp relation yields a context where speakers are able to assert propositions

concerning semantic relations like Exp, hence the domain of propositions that may

be expressed by speakers at the later context exceeds the domain for the earlier

context. It follows that there is no proposition for L to express relative to the initial

context, but there is a proposition for it to express relative to the later context with

its expanded domain.

Sagi proffers several related arguments purporting to show that Glanzberg’s

analysis of the Liar sentence involves ‘a type of assessment sensitivity’ (2017, 923).

Her first argument is that step (4) must be taken to involve an assessment of the

original use of the Liar sentence, and that a single utterance is therefore assigned

conflicting values in steps (2) and (4):

[I]t cannot be that [L], as uttered in the later context has a proposition to

express. This would lead to contradiction, exactly as it would in the initial

context. It is [L], as uttered in the initial context, that finally obtains a

proposition to express. This leads us to relativism, at least in the broad sense:

the same utterance (i.e. sentence in context) receives conflicting semantic

evaluations. (Sagi 2017, 923)

This argument appears to misrepresent Glanzberg’s view: it is L as used in the later
context that expresses a proposition relative to the later context. This becomes

apparent from Glanzberg’s observation (2004, 75) that the sentence in (3) follows

from the conclusion stated in the previous context in (2) only if the interpretation of

‘Exp’ and ‘Tr’ remains fixed as the context shifts. We therefore need to formulate

within the later context an ‘internal interpretation’ of L as it was interpreted in the

original context, L
�

, where the occurrences of ‘Exp’ and ‘Tr’ are interpreted as

they were at the original context. A more accurate representation of the logical

forms in steps (2)–(4) would therefore be as follows (see Glanzberg 2004, 75 for the

formal representation, which is here adapted and simplified):

Liar argument (Glanzberg):

(2’) :9pExpðpLq; pÞ.
(3’) L

�
: :9pðExpðpLq; pÞ ^ TrðpÞÞ.

(4’) 9pExpðpL
�
q; pÞ.

When L
�

is interpreted relative to the later context, it expresses the true proposition

that L as used in the earlier context does not express a true proposition (Ibid., 76).

As Glanzberg (2004, 79) explains, this proposal does not lead to further

contradiction. For the occurrence of ‘Tr’ in L
�

is interpreted relative to the later

context as an ‘internal truth relation’ Tr
�

that reflects how the truth predicate was
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interpreted in the earlier context, and which is distinct from the truth relation of the

later context. Hence the conclusion in (40) that L
�

expresses a proposition p at the

later context cannot be used to show that p is true and p is not true at the later

context, because the truth predicate that occurs in L
�

is not interpreted as the genuine

truth relation of the later context.7

Sagi’s next argument appears to be that we can take the contexts of (2) and (3) to

be different contexts of assessment for the initial use of L, and that doing so would

mean that ‘[a]ccording to Glanzberg’s own view [...] the same content (fixed by the

initial context) is assessed twice and receives different values: ‘defective’ and ‘does

not express a true proposition’’ (925-6). First, Glanzberg could not possibly agree

that the same content is assessed twice: for his view is that L expresses no content as

used at the context of (2).8 Perhaps Sagi means that the same utterance is assessed

twice. Yet even if we take the statements in (2) and (3) to be assessments of L as

used in the initial context, these assessments seemingly fail to assign conflicting

values in the manner required for assessment sensitivity: the statement that L does

not express a proposition as used in the initial context is intuitively compatible

with—and, indeed, entails—the statement that L does not express a true proposition

as used in the initial context.

Sagi’s final argument seems to be that, even if Glanzberg takes step (4) in his

Liar argument to involve an assessment of L
�

as used in the later context, we could

‘reformulate the discourse in a faithful manner’ without a second use of L, and

would then be unable to avoid concluding that a single use of L fails to express a

proposition when assessed relative to the context of (2) while expressing a

proposition when assessed relative to the context of (4) (926).9 Yet the repetition of

L is not immaterial: it is only through having proven L
�

in line (3) that one is able to

infer that L
�

is true relative to the context of (3), which allows the inference in step

(4) that L
�

expresses a proposition relative to the context of (3). If the repetition of

L in the later context of line (3) is essential to generating the Liar argument, then the

statement in line (4) will always be able to target a distinct use of L to that of the

evaluation in (2).

In sum, Liar contextualists who hold that the domain of propositions is context

dependent avoid any commitment to the assessment sensitivity of the Liar sentence.

7 Of course, a new Liar paradox could be generated in the later context, possibly by uttering the sort of

sentence that has the logical form of L in the original context (e.g., ‘This sentence is not true’). If we were

to interpret Sagi as intending to claim that a new Liar sentence uttered in the later context cannot express

a proposition relative to that context without engendering further paradox, then her claim would be

correct. Yet it is not this sort of new Liar sentence that is referred to in step (4).
8 For the same reason, it is difficult to see how Glanzberg’s view could count as nonindexical

contextualism (see fn. 2), despite Sagi’s explicitly classifying it as such (2017, 924). Glanzberg’s view

appears to be a version of indexical contextualism: different contents are expressed by the same sentence

at different contexts of use. That is, the Liar sentence fails to express any content whatsoever as used at

one context and expresses true content as used at another context.
9 Note that this would be content relativism rather than truth-value relativism (see fn. 2).
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3.4 Objection 3: Liar Contextualism Does Not Entail ‘Broad’ Relativism

At several points, Sagi implies that certain views that do not involve assessment

sensitivity still count as relativism:

[C]ontextualism as presented here at the very least yields relativism in a very

general sense, by which truth-value is not determined by a sentence, context of

use and circumstance of evaluation. (916)

[W]ere one to resist identifying the Liar discourse as assessments of the

semantic theory, we still remain with a form of relativism: we have an

utterance receiving two different truth values on two occasions—it is just that

now we cannot point to the context of assessments as the additional parameter

by which semantic value can be determined. (919)

[E]ven if one were to reject the appeal to assessments in the object language,

we still find here an implication of relativism in the broad sense, as contexts of

use are still insufficient to determine semantic value. (926)

These quotations indicate that she is distinguishing between some ‘broad’ form of

relativism and assessment sensitivity, although the nature of the distinction is never

elaborated.10

Given that both the recent literature and Sagi herself consistently use the term

‘relativism’ to describe the view that some expressions are assessment sensitive, it is

difficult to see how a position that rejects this view could reasonably be described as

‘relativism’ in any sense. At the very least, Sagi owes a detailed explanation of the

features that her notion of ‘broad’ relativism shares with genuine relativism. Yet my

arguments in Sect. 3.2–3.3 indicate that Liar contextualist accounts are simply

committed to the use sensitivity of the Liar sentence; hence such analyses appear to

be perfectly ordinary varieties of contextualism for which no additional label is

necessary.

4 The Falsity of the Liar Sentence Does Not Entail Relativism

I turn now to a consideration of Rudnicki and Łukowski’s (2019) account of the Liar

argument, along with their claim that their account is committed to relativism.

Section 4.1 describes their proposal and the experimental results that they take to

support it. In Sect. 4.2, I observe some problems with their empirical data. In Sect.

4.3, I explain why their account does not count as relativism.

10 One natural thought would be that Sagi classifies Liar contextualists like Glanzberg as advocates of

nonindexical contextualism (see fn. 2), and is relying on the fact that several in the literature have

described such a position as ‘relativism’ (see Scharp 2013a, 236). Yet Sagi states that ‘[n]onindexical

contextualism is still short of relativism as I have used the term’ (924). Furthermore, there is good reason

to classify Glanzberg as an indexical contextualist (see fn. 8); and no one in the literature has described

this position as ‘relativism’, since it supplies the standard analysis for a wide range of use-sensitive

expressions (indexicals, gradable adjectives, etc.).
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4.1 Rudnicki and Łukowski’s Argument

Rudnicki and Łukowski endorse a solution to the Liar paradox based on the virtual
entailment principle that they attribute to medieval thinkers such as Buridan: ‘any

proposition ‘‘virtually’’ entails another proposition that claims the original

proposition to be true (where the point of ‘‘virtuality’’ seems to be that the relevant

consequence need not actually be formed)’ (Klima 2008, 107). According to this

view, an occurrence of the Liar sentence L asserts that L is not true at the same time

as ‘virtually entailing’ that L is true. Hence the Liar sentence yields a

straightforward contradiction, and is accordingly false. Moreover, Buridan claimed

that the conclusion that L is false does not permit the inference that L is true,

because even though L correctly states that L is not true, there is a stronger criterion

of truth for a self-referential sentence than for an ordinary sentence, namely that

whatever it entails be true (Read 2002, 198). Since the statement of L does not

permit the inference that L is not true and that L is true, it cannot be inferred that L is

defective. The Liar paradox is therefore resolved by precluding the reasoning that

leads to apparently contradictory conclusions, both in the implicit steps between

Sagi’s steps (1) and (2) and in the inference from step (3) to (4) (see Sect. 3.1).

The claim that the truth of a self-referential sentence requires the truth of its

entailments is described by Read (2002) as ‘clearly ad hoc in the worst possible

way’ (199), on the grounds that it introduces a ‘supplement to the truth-conditions

of just those propositions which induce paradox to prevent the contradiction from

arising’ (217). Rudnicki and Łukowski (2019, 8) observe that the virtual entailment

principle is amenable to empirical testing, because it predicts that the brain will

‘react to the Liar sentence like it reacts to false sentences’. They thus aim to provide

experimental support for the view that occurrences of the Liar sentence are false, in

order to supply independent motivation for Buridan’s solution to the Liar paradox

and mitigate the charge that it is ad hoc.

They begin by providing an overview of the technique that they employ. Neurons

in the brain give off electrical fields, and the associated changes in voltage can be

detected via electrodes placed on the scalp. An event-related brain potential (ERP)

consists of the pattern of voltage variation that occurs during a period time-locked to

some stimulus (Coles and Rugg 1996, 1–2), and certain types of pattern are widely

thought to co-vary with certain types of cognitive processes. Łukowski (2019, 8)

claim that Hagoort et al. 2004 show that ‘false sentences cause a deeper negative

signal 400 ms from the last word in a sentence’ compared with true sentences,

where this is known as the N400 effect.
Rudnicki and Łukowski accordingly designed an experiment where thirty

participants silently read Polish sentences of the following types, presented word-

by-word; note that an anomalous sentence is one that is semantically or

pragmatically odd in a manner that transcends mere falsity:

Liar sentences (e.g., ‘This sentence is false’).

Truthteller sentences (e.g., ‘This sentence is true’).

Self-referential false sentences (e.g., ‘This sentence is in German’).

Self-referential true sentences (e.g., ‘This sentence is in English’).
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Self-referential anomalous sentences (e.g., ‘This sentence is wet’).

Non-self-referential false sentences (e.g., ‘The sun is a planet’).

Non-self-referential true sentences (e.g., ‘The sun is a star’).

Non-self-referential anomalous sentences (e.g., ‘The sun is a crime’).

They measured ERPs time-locked to the final words of 267 sentences of these eight

types. Their aim was to evaluate the proposal that the Liar sentence is processed like

false sentences by testing the following experimental hypothesis: ‘Reading the Liar

sentences causes higher N400 amplitude than reading true sentences’ (12). They

report that the results of their experiment support this hypothesis, and that the ERPs

elicited by Liar sentences and other false sentences are ‘statistically identical’

(Ibid.).

They conclude that their experiment ‘provides evidence supporting the virtual
entailment principle and suggests that the Liar paradox may be resolved with it’

(14). Interestingly, they claim that the resulting view falls within ‘the relativistic

view on truth, where adjectives pertaining to the truth-value are assessment-
sensitive and an agent is required to perceive them to assess them (MacFarlane

2014)’ (Ibid.). They do not fully elaborate their reason for drawing this inference,

other than stating that their experiment investigates a ‘physiological correlate of the

fact that someone perceives a sentence to be false’ (Ibid.), and ‘we need to accept

relativism to study human perceptions’ (15).

4.2 Objection 1: Their Results Do Not Support Their Account

I will argue that the experimental hypothesis that Rudnicki and Łukowski formulate

is ill-suited to provide evidence in favour of their proposal. Moreover, their results

preclude the testing of the experimental hypothesis required to assess their proposal,

due to potential methodological issues.

While Rudnicki and Łukowski imply that the N400 effect is predominantly

associated with false sentences, the literature does not support this view (see Barrett

and Rugg 1990; Dudschig et al. 2016; Federmeier and Kutas 1999; Holcomb and

McPherson 1994; Kutas and Hillyard 1980, 1984; Kutas et al. 1988, 2006; Nigam

et al. 1992; Otten and van Berkum 2007; van Berkum et al. 1999, 2003; van Petten

and Kutas 1990; Willems et al. 2008). Indeed, Kutas and Hillyard 1980 originally

identified the N400 effect for anomalous sentences. The class of anomalous

sentences includes many that have been classified by philosophers as semantically

defective and devoid of a truth value, rather than false.11 Rudnicki and Łukowski’s

linking of the N400 effect to falsity is based on experiments in Hagoort et al. 2004,

which compared the ERPs elicited by target words in false and anomalous sentences

to those of true sentences. Hagoort et al. (2004, 439) reported an N400 effect for

both false and anomalous sentences, where the effect ‘was identical in onset and

peak latency and was very similar in amplitude and topographic distribution’;

11 For instance, most analyses of the subclass of anomalous sentences often called ‘category mistakes’

treat them as semantically undefined or meaningless (see Asher 2011; Drange 1966; Fodor and Katz

1963; Goddard and Routley 1973; Lappin 1981; Martin 1974; Ryle 1938; Thomason 1972; van Fraassen

1971).
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although they observed that the amplitude of the N400 effect was slightly greater for

anomalous than for false sentences. Dudschig et al. 2016 report the same findings,

while identifying a slightly earlier onset of N400 effects for anomalous sentences

than for false ones when they used a ‘new exploratory method’ of temporal analysis

(44). These experiments provide evidence that processing certain false or anomalous

sentences elicits the same type of neural activity, potentially with some very subtle

differences in degree or timing.

A balanced overview of the ERP literature thus cautions against testing the

hypothesis that the Liar sentence is processed like a false sentence by testing

whether it elicits N400 effects relative to true sentences. For the mere eliciting of

N400 effects by the Liar sentence would be compatible with the main rival to

Rudnicki and Łukowski’s analysis, which classifies the Liar sentence as defective in

its original context (e.g., Liar contextualist accounts). The experimental hypothesis

that could provide support for Rudnicki and Łukowski’s account over the main rival

analysis would state: reading Liar sentences elicits N400 effects (relative to true

sentences) that are significantly different in onset and amplitude to those elicited by

anomalous sentences, without being significantly different from those elicited by

false sentences.

One problem with such a hypothesis is that, as previously mentioned, any

differences in the N400 effects elicited by false and anomalous sentences are very

subtle. It might therefore be considered inadvisable to use ERP data to attempt to

adjudicate between the two rival accounts. A second problem is that Rudnicki and

Łukowski’s presentation of their results prevents even an informal comparison of

the N400 effects elicited by false, anomalous and Liar sentences. While their

experimental stimuli included the two types of anomalous sentences mentioned in

Sect. 4.1 (i.e., self-referential anomalous sentences like ‘This sentence is wet’, and

non-self-referential ones like ‘The sun is a crime’), they entirely omitted the results

for the anomalous sentences.12 Their explanation of this omission is: ‘Because

[anomalous sentences] showed highly different latency of the negative deflection it

is not possible to accurately assess their N400 component’ (17). This difference in

latency is extremely surprising, since ‘N400 latency for visual words is generally

quite stable in the face of experimental manipulations’ (Kutas et al. 2006, 676). If

the N400 effects that the literature leads us to expect for anomalous sentences could

not be identified in Rudnicki and Łukowski’s data, then this suggests that there may

have been issues with the experimental design, execution or method of analysis.

Such issues might affect the reliability of the results even for the sentence types for

which they were able to carry out an analysis.

In sum, support for the experimental hypothesis that reading Liar sentences elicits

higher N400 amplitude than reading true sentences would not equate to support for

Rudnicki and Łukowski’s proposal. They do not formulate the experimental

12 Their only comment on these results is that there was a negative wave ‘starting at the same time as

false sentences (190 ms), but lasting much longer and peaking around 600 ms’ (17). They do not state

whether they take this to be related to the N400 component, which peaks around 400ms after the relevant

event. Indeed, it is possible that they are describing the N400–700 component, which is a later negative

wave generally distinguished from the N400 component and linked to separate neural processes (see

Kutas et al. 2006, 673).

123

The Liar without Relativism



hypothesis appropriate to provide support for their account over the rival view that the

Liar sentence is defective in its original context. Moreover, their presentation of

results precludes even an informal assessment of the appropriate experimental

hypothesis, in addition to raising the possibility of broader methodological issues. For

these reasons, their experiment does not justify the conclusion that the Liar sentence

should be analysed as false or that the virtual entailment principle holds.

4.3 Objection 2: Their Account is Not a Form of Relativism

The reason that Rudnicki and Łukowski link their proposal to relativism is seemingly

that assessors’ perceptions of sentences and truth values play a central role in their

experiment and the resulting analysis of the Liar sentence. They are correct to

emphasise the role of perceived truth value, rather than objective truth value, in their

experiment and proposal. That is, if a true occurrence of a sentence were to be

presented to individuals who failed to understand it or considered it false, then ERP

data for that sentence would be likely to correspond more closely to data elicited by

other sentences that the individuals failed to understand as true rather than data

elicited by other true occurrences of sentences. Hence ERP experiments could only

provide evidence that individuals process the Liar sentence like a false sentence,

rather than that the Liar sentence is false. Yet it should be clear from Sect. 2.1 that

relativism is distinct from the idea that perceived truth values may diverge from

objective truth values, or even that there are no objective truth values. Rudnicki and

Łukowski’s endorsement of the virtual entailment principle means that an occurrence

of the Liar sentence inevitably receives the value false, whatever its perceived value.

This indicates that the Liar sentence is insensitive to both contexts of use and contexts

of assessment. Hence their proposal rejects both contextualism and relativism.

It follows that, even if empirical support were to be attained for Rudnicki and

Łukowski’s proposal via further experiments involving appropriate hypotheses, this

would not count as empirical support for a relativist proposal. Their experimental

work is therefore not relevant to the ongoing debate in linguistics and the

philosophy of language about whether any natural language expressions are

assessment sensitive.

5 Solutions to the Liar Paradox Need Not Entail Relativism

Suppose that one grants the objections raised in Sects. 3 and 4, and thus rejects the

recent arguments for connecting solutions to the Liar paradox with relativism. One

might nevertheless believe that those who develop accounts of the Liar sentence are

committed to a relativist analysis of the monadic truth predicate used in natural

language, for independent reasons. Sagi (2017, 920) mentions, in passing, what we

might take to be the best independent argument for this commitment: ‘MacFarlane

points out that relativism about any expression entails relativism about truth’.13

MacFarlane’s comment on the topic is as follows:

13 I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for also emphasising this point.
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‘[I]f the language can express any assessment-sensitive propositions, ‘‘true’’ will

also be assessment sensitive, since if p is assessment-sensitive, the proposition

that p is true must be assessment-sensitive too.’ (MacFarlane 2014, 93)

This view implies that, if a relativist analysis is required for any natural language

expressions—say, for predicates of personal taste like ‘delicious’—then the object-

language, monadic truth predicate is assessment sensitive; and it would seem to

follow that the only viable analyses of the Liar sentence would be relativist

analyses.

This argument is ultimately unconvincing. First, the thesis that natural languages

contain any assessment-sensitive expressions is controversial and frequently resisted

(see Sect. 2). Second, the presence of assessment-sensitive expressions in a

language entails that the monadic truth predicate is assessment sensitive in an

importantly limited sense. To see this, consider MacFarlane’s suggested analysis of

the monadic truth predicate:14

[T]he context-relativized truth predicate used in semantics [...] is not the

ordinary truth predicate used in everyday talk—a monadic predicate that

applies to propositions [...] The relativist (or nonindexical contextualist) can

treat the monadic predicate ‘‘true’’ as just another predicate of the object

language—the language for which she is giving a semantics. [...] ‘‘True’’

expresses the same property at every context of use—the property of being
true. The extension of this property at a circumstance of evaluation e is the set

of propositions that are true at e. (MacFarlane 2014, 93)

According to this analysis, neither the context of use nor the context of

assessment for ‘true’ will affect the content expressed, which will invariably be a

function from each circumstance e to the set of propositions true at e. Moreover,

neither the context of use nor the context of assessment will consistently fix the

circumstance e that gives the relevant extension for the occurrence of ‘true’. Hence

the monadic truth predicate does not meet the criteria to count as a consistently

assessment-sensitive or use-sensitive expression. Whether an occurrence of ‘true’ is

assessment sensitive, use sensitive or neither will depend entirely on the status of

the expression (denoting a sentence, proposition or utterance) to which it applies.15

14 As MacFarlane (2014, fn. 27, 93) notes, this is a naive analysis that does not take the semantic

paradoxes into consideration.
15 For instance, suppose that indexical contextualism (see fn. 2) provides the correct analysis of

‘delicious’, such that: an occurrence of ‘Liquorice is delicious’ used at c1 and assessed at c2 will express

the proposition p1 that liquorice is pleasing to the tastes at c1, and will hold iff p1 is true at the

circumstance e1 that includes the world of c1. Then an occurrence of ‘It is true that liquorice is delicious’

used at c1 and assessed at c2 will express the proposition that p1 is true, and will hold iff p1 is true at e1.

On the other hand, suppose that truth-value relativism provides the correct analysis of ‘delicious’, such

that: an occurrence of ‘Liquorice is delicious’ used at c1 and assessed at c2 will express the proposition p2

that liquorice is pleasing to the tastes at the relevant circumstance, and will hold iff p2 is true at the

circumstance e2 that includes the world of c1 and the tastes of c2. Then an occurrence of ‘It is true that

liquorice is delicious’ used at c1 and assessed at c2 will express the proposition that p2 is true, and will

hold iff p2 is true at e2. In the first scenario, the occurrence of ‘It is true that liquorice is delicious’ is use

sensitive, because its content is determined by the tastes of the context of use. In the second scenario, the

occurrence of ‘It is true that liquorice is delicious’ is assessment sensitive, because the circumstance at
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The assessment sensitivity of the monadic truth predicate for a language with

assessment-sensitive expressions is thus importantly limited: some but not all

occurrences of ‘true’ will be assessment sensitive, and any assessment-sensitive

occurrence inherits its assessment sensitivity from another expression. Indeed, ‘true’

would not meet the criteria to count as an assessment-sensitive sub-sentential

expression according to Sagi’s usage (see Sect. 3.1): an explanation of the

assessment sensitivity of a sentence would never ‘hinge’ on the occurrence of the

truth predicate. This contrasts with a monadic truth predicate that receives its own

relativist analysis, such as the one proposed by Scharp (2013a, b):16

The specifically relativist feature of the semantics is that the points of

evaluation have an additional parameter, which I call the aletheic standard.

[...] The aletheic standard provides a ‘‘reading’’ of the occurrences of the truth

predicate in the sentence in question. There are two possibilities for the

aletheic standard parameter: the ascending standard (SA) and the descending

standard (SD). The ascending standard interprets the truth predicate as an

ascending truth predicate, while the descending standard treats the truth

predicate as a descending truth predicate. (Scharp 2013b, 464)

For current purposes, the difference between ascending and descending aletheic

standards does not matter. The point is that, for any occurrence of the monadic truth

predicate, the circumstance at which it is evaluated will include the aletheic

standard of the context of assessment. Moreover, the extension of a use of ‘true’

may diverge relative to different contexts of assessment: the extension relative to c1

might be the set of propositions that are ascending true at w1, and the extension

relative to c2 might be the distinct set of propositions that are descending true at w1.

This analysis means that every occurrence of the monadic truth predicate will be

inherently assessment sensitive, whatever the status of the expression to which it

applies.

While the appeal of this analysis of ‘true’ might be questioned, the crucial point

for current purposes is that such an analysis is not simply entailed by the presence of

assessment-sensitive expressions.17 The presence of assessment-sensitive expres-

sions could be said to entail a relativist analysis of the truth predicate only to the

extent that the presence of use-sensitive expressions and context-insensitive

expressions commits us to a simultaneously contextualist and context-invariant

Footnote 15 continued

which it is evaluated includes the tastes of the context of assessment. In both cases, it is the status of

‘Liquorice is delicious’ that determines the status of ‘true’.
16 One subtlety of Scharp’s view is that his proposed analysis of the monadic truth predicate is not

intended to capture how ordinary speakers actually use and interpret it, but how theorists should interpret

it in order to resolve the semantic paradoxes (see Scharp 2013b, 492-3).
17 Scharp (2013b, 488) mentions some problems for such an analysis: ‘The way aletheic standards work

in the theory described above differs from the way most standards work in semantic relativist theories,

and the arguments given for the theories above differ from the kind of evidence usually marshaled in

favor of semantic relativist treatments’.
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analysis of the truth predicate: some but not all occurrences of ‘true’ inherit use

sensitivity or assessment sensitivity from another expression.18

A third reason that the argument is unconvincing is that the occurrence of the

truth predicate in the Liar sentence is assessment sensitive only if a Scharp-style

relativist analysis is endorsed. For there is no candidate for an assessment-sensitive

expression in the Liar sentence from which ‘true’ could inherit assessment

sensitivity. The only other overt expressions in Liar sentences—a negation and a

name for a particular sentence, utterance or proposition—are normally analysed as

context invariant. The covert elements of Liar sentences that theorists have

postulated—such as an existential quantifier ranging over propositions (see Sect.

3.3)—are analysed as use sensitive. Hence the presence of assessment-sensitive

expressions in natural language would be insufficient to entail the assessment

sensitivity of the occurrence of the truth predicate in the Liar sentence, or of the Liar

sentence itself. Even if viable analyses of the truth predicate must be relativist in the

limited sense of conceding the potential for assessment-sensitive occurrences, viable

analyses of the Liar sentence need not be relativist in any sense.

6 Conclusion

There would be a significant impact on accounts of the Liar paradox if there were

convincing arguments connecting such accounts to semantic relativism. If Sagi’s

arguments were to succeed, then Liar contextualist accounts would be implicitly

committed to relativism. If Rudnicki and Łukowski’s arguments were to succeed,

then contextualist accounts, along with other traditional accounts of the Liar

paradox, would have to address the empirical support available for a relativist

analysis of the Liar sentence. Moreover, if the best independent argument for

connecting the Liar paradox with relativism succeeds, then only relativist analyses

of the Liar sentence would accurately capture the status of the monadic truth

predicate. However, I have argued that contextualist accounts are not committed to

relativism, and that there is no empirical evidence motivating an analysis of the Liar

sentence that classifies it as false or accepts relativism. Since the best independent

argument also fails, there is no reason to think that solutions to the Liar paradox

require relativism.19
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