Propositions are not on paper, in your brain, or anywhere else
“[It is] uncontroversial that there are propositions. The only question that could arise is ‘What are propositions?’” (van Inwagen 1983: 31-32).
By ‘proposition’, I mean the primary bearers of truth and falsity—things people believe, hope for, deny, and so on. Some philosophers (Tarski 1944
, Higginbotham 1991, Armstrong 1997
, to name a few) believe that propositions are concrete spatial things, such as sentences or brain states, or sums (or classes) of sentences or brains states. I will present a new argument against that view.
I. The Argument
Let Spatial name the thesis that every proposition is located somewhere in space or space-time.
 The first step in the argument is to observe that Spatial is not a contingent thesis. That is, advocates of Spatial should (and most likely do) think that propositions must be spatial. (How, for example, could a sentence or brain state ever be non-spatial?) In other words, if Spatial is true at all, it should be necessarily true. Here is further support: given the modal axiom S5, if it is even possible for there to be necessarily existing abstract (read: non-spatial) propositions, then there really are such things. Therefore, if Spatial is true at all, it better be necessarily true to rule out the possibility of necessarily existing abstract propositions. 
The next thing to notice is that if Spatial is true, then it exists. (We may view this inference as an instance of ‘adjective-dropping’ in first-order logic: e.g. (x (xF & xG) → (x (xG), where F = ‘is true’ and G = ‘is the proposition Spatial’.
) Notice also that the inference from being true to existing is probably not a contingent matter; it is plausibly a necessary truth. That is, it is plausible that it is necessary that if Spatial is true, then it exists. This is plausible given that it is plausible that there cannot be something that does not exist—and if there cannot be something that does not exist, then there cannot be a true proposition that does not exist. (A Meinongian may deny this step, but it is unlikely that a believer in concrete propositions would—see Objection 2.) What follows is that if Spatial is necessarily true, then Spatial necessarily exists. 
The trouble is that there do not seem to be any necessarily existing particulars in space with which to identify Spatial. Sentences on paper can be erased or destroyed by fire. Brain states can be damaged by oxygen deprivation. Mereological sums (or classes) of brains states or of sentences can dwindle away, though the process may take awhile. Perhaps science will reveal that there are fundamental spatial things—superstrings, say—that cannot cease to exist. But surely Spatial is not a superstring. So what could Spatial be?
Perhaps Spatial, along with every proposition, is part of a special class of spatial particulars that are not reducible to anything investigated by empirical science. They are spatial alright, but they escape empirical detection: no one could say, “Look! That scratch is the impact of a proposition.” The trouble with this view, apart from sounding strange, is that if it were true, then we would have had no way to come to believe that there are any propositions in the first place. If Spatial is floating in space—somewhere near the peaks of Mount Kilimanjaro, say—and is completely undetectable, how should we have ever come to grasp it? It seems that we would not have. Yet, clearly we have.
The reductio argument against Spatial, then, can be expressed as follows:

1. Assume Spatial is true.

2. If Spatial is true, then it is necessary that Spatial is true.

3. Therefore, it is necessary that Spatial is true.

4. Necessarily, whatever is true exists.

5. Therefore, it is necessary that Spatial exists.

6. No sentence or brain state (or sum of them) necessarily exists.
7. Therefore, Spatial is not a sentence or a brain state (or sum of them).

8. More generally, the types of spatial things that might be conceived to be necessary are not themselves propositions (as no such thing exhibits any proposition-like properties).
9. Therefore, Spatial is not spatial, which is a contradiction.  

II. Objections and Replies
I take the reductio argument against Spatial to be fairly strong as far as philosophical arguments go. The three best ways out that I have been able to think of have serious costs, as I will argue next. 
Objection 1: Spatial is necessarily true, but only if it exists.
Perhaps we can understand ‘necessary proposition’ as a proposition that is essentially true: it is true when and only when it exists. (A contingent proposition, by contrast, is true in some, but not all, situations in which it exists.) If we say this, we may then say that Spatial, though necessarily true, can fail to be true by failing to exist. Therefore, there is no need to affirm (2). 
Unfortunately, this move has a cost. As Alvin Plantinga (2006) has noted, if necessary propositions are the same as essentially true ones, then there seems to be too many necessary propositions. Consider, for example, the proposition, <there are brains>. That proposition does not seem necessary. Yet, if propositions are things that depend upon brain states (say), then clearly <there are brains> cannot exist unless it is true. In other words, <there are brains> would be essentially true, which means that it would be necessarily true. The result is the same if propositions depend instead upon sentences: <there are sentences> would be essentially true and so necessary. What we have here is the dubious consequence that the existence of brains or sentences (or whatever other spatial things propositions might depend on) is broadly logically necessary—no less necessary than the proposition than every square has four sides. Surely, that cannot be correct. 
Objection 2: It is not necessary that whatever is true exists.

Perhaps we can deny (4) by supposing that it is possible for Spatial to be true even if Spatial does not exist. However, if we say that, then we will have to give up serious actualism—the view that it is impossible for something to have a feature, or be predicable, unless it exists. Only then can we say that Spatial can be true even at times or in situations in which it does not exist. The problem is that no advocate of Spatial should be willing to give up serious actualism; no advocate of Spatial should be willing to say that there can be things, such as Spatial, that do not exist. A believer in Spatial who believed that would be committed to saying that during the times when Spatial does not exist, Spatial is still a concrete, spatial particular. In other words, she would be committed to saying that there can be concrete particulars that do not exist. No one should be willing to say that, it seems to me. 

Objection 3: Spatial can be true at a world without being true in it.

Kit Fine (1985) introduces a distinction between ‘inner truth’ and ‘outer truth’. A proposition has inner truth relative to a world only if it exists in that world; it has outer truth relative to a world whether or not it exists in that world. An outer truth is supposed to be a truth that correctly describes a world without necessarily being in that world. It is true at that world, but not necessarily in it. (Thus, every proposition that is true in a world is true at that world, but not every proposition that is true at a world is true in it.) Using this distinction, perhaps we can say that Spatial is necessary in the sense that Spatial correctly describes every world, even though it is not in all of them. Spatial, like every necessary truth, is outwardly true relative to every world and every time, though Spatial only exists in a few worlds at a few times (Cf. Iacona 2003). 
I might call this the most promising way out, if I managed to make sense of it. One problem is that I know no plausible way to define ‘inner truth’ and ‘outer truth’. My best guess would be that ‘a proposition P is true relative to a world W’ means the same as ‘if W were actual, then P would be true’; and ‘P exists in a world W’ means the same as ‘if W were actual, then P would exist’. That would be my best guess if it did not imply that every outer truth just is an inner truth. But unfortunately, it does imply that every outer truth is an inner truth, if we assume that there cannot be things that do not exist (if there can be, then Objection 2 succeeds).
To see why every outer truth is an inner truth given the above definitions, suppose P has outer truth relative to W. Then, if W were actual, P would be true. But if P were true, then P would exist, assuming that P cannot be anything, not even true, without existing. That means that if W were actual, then P would exist, which is what I would have guessed was meant by ‘P exists in W’. Thus, if P has outer truth relative to W, then it also has inner truth relative to W. This is so for any P. However, since it is clear that not every outer truth is supposed to be an inner truth, my best guess as to the meaning of these notions must be mistaken. 
We may, therefore, try to work with a loose and vague understanding of the distinction between inner and outer truth. However, even the vaguest (or minimal) understanding leads to trouble—trouble that appears to have gone unnoticed in discussions of inner and outer truth. The trouble consists in there being fewer necessary truths than there seem to be. For example, if Spatial is necessary, then it seems <Spatial is necessary> is also necessary. (This is an instance of S4, assuming that ‘Necessarily, P’ means the same as ‘P is necessary’.
) But if we wish to make use of inner and outer truth, then we cannot say that <Spatial is necessary> is necessary without getting entangled in a contradiction. I shall explain. Let Chaos be a distant future time after which brains and sentences (and anything else propositions might be) have long since been effaced from our universe. We can correctly describe Chaos as a time when there are no propositions, no truths, and no Spatial. Even on the vaguest (minimal) understanding of outer truth, it should be safe to say that a proposition that correctly describes a world is outwardly true relative to that world. Thus, it should be safe to say that <there are no truths> is outwardly true at Chaos given that it correctly describes Chaos. But recall our hypothesis: necessary truths have outer-truth at every world and time, including Chaos. It follows, then, that both <Spatial is necessary> and <there are no truths> are true (outwardly) at Chaos.  A contradiction is now a step away. If <Spatial is necessary> is true at a world, then so is <Spatial is true>. That means <Spatial is true> is true at Chaos, which in turn means that <there is a truth> is true at Chaos. Thus, both <there is a truth> and <there are no truths> is true at Chaos. That appears to be a contradiction. To avoid this contradiction, then, an advocate of the third objection is committed to saying that although Spatial is necessary, <Spatial is necessary> is not. But that is implausible.
III. Conclusion
I considered the most promising ways I know of to escape the conclusion of the reductio argument against Spatial, but none seem plausible. I conclude, therefore, that propositions, at least some of them, do not seem to be on paper, in your brain, or anywhere else.
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� For Tarski, a “proposition”, understood as the primary bearer of truth, is a class of sentence tokens (1994, p. 14, footnote 5). 


� Armstrong (1997, p. 131, 188) takes propositions to be classes of mental state tokens, where classes are spatially located. More recently (2004, p. 15-16), he favors the view that propositions are instantiated properties of beliefs or sentences. In either case, propositions are spatially situated.


� I’ll stipulate that sets of objects in causally isolated spatio-temporal worlds (a.k.a., Lewis propositions) don’t count as spatial particulars. Spatial is restricted to spatial objects that fit into a single world. 


� Such an inference is, strictly speaking, valid only for so-called intersective adjectives. An adjective is intersective if applying an adjective-noun complex that contains it, such as ‘a red car’, to an individual intuitively entails applying the adjective in that complex (‘red’) to that individual and applying the noun in that complex (‘car’) to that same individual. By this test, ‘is true’, appears to be intersective since applying the adjective-noun complex, ‘a true proposition’, to a thing intuitively entails applying ‘true’ and applying ‘a proposition’ to that same thing. By contrast, ‘fake’ and ‘former’ are examples of non-intersective adjectives.


� Someone may deny this assumption, but then he owes an account of what ‘P is necessary’ means, and any analysis of the meaning (note: not merely the truth-conditions) in terms of “possible worlds” will be complex and far removed from anything that a woman on the street evidently has in mind when she says that something is necessary. 





PAGE  
1

