
On the Identity Theory of Truth

JC BEALL

I. Introduction

In his recent ‘A Prolegomenon to an Identity Theory of Truth’1

Stewart Candlish discusses the so called identity theory of truth. His
aim in the article is to clear away initial difficulties that apparently
stand in the way of developing the budding theory.

In this paper I discuss exactly one of the alleged difficulties fac-
ing the identity theory. My aim is to help the identity theory by
arguing, very briefly, that the difficulty is merely apparent.

II. The Alleged Difficulty

The alleged difficulty emerges from an attempt to specify a satis-
factory definition of the identity theory of truth. Candlish puts the
problem as follows. (I quote at length for the sake of clarity.)

The best attempt at a formally satisfactory definition that I
know of is this:

The proposition that p is true if and only if p is identical with
a fact… .

But there is something wrong with this. What is wrong is that
its truth requires merely that each true proposition is identical
with some fact or other: it does not specify which fact has to be
identical with the proposition for the proposition to be true. But
what the identity theory requires is not that a true proposition
be identical with some fact or other, it is that it be identical with
the right fact… . Can we get this requirement of identity with
the right fact into a general account?2

The difficulty, then, is to find a way of specifying the ‘right’ fact
with which a truth is supposed to be identical. Candlish pursues a
number of options each of which, by his own lights, fails. He con-
cludes that the problem is indeed serious; however, he suggests that
there may be room for consolation. He puts the matter thus:

All of this does not look promising. We could, however, take heart
at the thought that if the identity theory is fatally damaged by the
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difficulty of getting a general expression of it, then the corre-
spondence theory stands no chance of survival either.3

Candlish may well be right about the fate of the correspondence
theory, and his words of consolation may well comfort many. Still,
it would be better to have a genuine solution to the alleged difficul-
ty—the difficulty of specifying the ‘right’ fact. One way of solving
the problem is to dissolve it. That is the aim of the next section.

III. A Dissolution

The aim of this section is to dissolve the alleged difficulty of spec-
ifying the right fact. The strategy of so dissolving is straightfor-
ward. I note briefly that the alleged difficulty presupposes that
there are wrong facts; I then argue that there cannot be any such
wrong facts.

To begin, recall the initial definition of the identity theory:

I) The proposition that p is true if and only if p is identical with
a fact.

The alleged difficulty with (I) is that it fails to specify the ‘right
fact’ with which p is identical. The presupposition, here, is that
there could be more than one candidate for the right fact—though
all but one of these candidates are wrong facts. The important ques-
tion, then, is whether this presupposition is correct.

The question is: Could there be more than one ‘right fact’? The
answer is straightforwardly ‘no’. The argument is as follows. Let p
be a truth. Then there is some fact (or other) with which p is iden-
tical. Now, any candidate for being the right fact with which p is
identical must have the following property: being identical with p. In
other words, if � is a candidate for being the ‘right fact’, then � is
identical with p. But there is exactly one entity with which p is iden-
tical—on pain of there being identical entities which differ with
respect to some property, which, given the uncontroversial indis-
cernibility of identicals, is impossible. Given, then, that there is
exactly one entity with which p is identical, there is accordingly
exactly one right fact, in which case there are no ‘wrong facts’.

One might object, here, that the proposed dissolution assumes
more than just the indiscernibility of identicals.4 In particular, the
argument assumes that, for some given proposition, p, the context
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‘… is identical with p’ determines a property. This, the objection
runs, may not be correct. At the very least, the assumption requires
argument.

What should be said in response to this concern? Unfortunately,
I must admit that I do not share the worry that being identical with
p (for some given p) might not be a property. Perhaps the property
is an odd sort of property, but it seems to be a property as much as
other garden variety properties—for example, being taller than b (for
some given individual b). Perhaps the worry is that identity is a
binary relation, and, for whatever reason, there simply is no such
unary relation as being identical with b, or being identical with p. Let
us suppose that this is correct. Still, my proposed dissolution goes
through provided we admit that if b=c then (necessarily) b and c
stand in precisely the same n-ary relations (for all natural numbers
n). For in this case anything to which b is Rn-related (for any n-ary
relation Rn) is something to which c is likewise Rn-related, in which
case b=b and c=c only if b=c and c=b. Given this result, the worry
that there is no such property specified by ‘… is identical with p’ is
not a pressing worry; the dissolution can proceed without the
assumption that being identical with p is a property.

Hence, the presupposition that there is more than one possible
candidate for being the ‘right fact’ with which a truth is identical, is
false. If p is identical with some fact or other, then p is identical with
exactly one fact. There cannot be any wrong facts. Accordingly,
definition (I), contrary to Candlish, does not fall prey to the alleged
difficulty of specifying the ‘right fact’.

Before closing let me respond to one potential objection. One
might object that even though there can be at most one ‘right fact’,
definition (I) does not tell us which fact is the (admittedly unique)
right fact. For this reason, the objection may run, definition (I)
remains inadequate.

What should be said in reply to this objection? In many respects
I am not sure what to say. Indeed, I do not see the problem.
Suppose that p is true. Then, by (I), we may infer that there is some
fact with which p is identical. By the foregoing considerations
(against the alleged ‘right fact’ difficulty), we know that there is
exactly one fact with which p is identical. At this stage, perhaps
someone may well ask: ‘But with which fact is p identical?’ I am not
sure what we gain by answering this question; however, I think that
there is at least one sure answer: namely, p is identical with the fact
that p. In other words, if one wishes to know with which fact the
truth that grass is green is identical, we can safely tell her that it is
identical with the fact that grass is green. If she protests that this is
an uninformative answer, we must ask her to specify what, exactly,

Discussion

129



she expects. At this stage, I do not know what else she may be
expecting.

IV. Closing Remarks

Candlish’s paper aimed to clear away difficulties that stood in the
way of developing the identity theory of truth. There was one dif-
ficulty, however, that he did not clear away, namely the difficulty in
specifying right facts (as it were). In this paper I have attempted to
clear away this difficulty and thereby aid in the ongoing develop-
ment of the identity theory. I hope that this has been accomplished.5
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