Notes on the Development of the Philosophy of Language

1. The philosophy of language began with Plato or earlier.  Hobbes, Locke, Herder and Mill all developed theories in the philosophy of language.  

2. ‘Turns’ in phil of language: the Linguistic, the Pragmatic, the Interpretive, the Sociological. The Linguistic Turn was effected by Frege in The Foundations of Arithmetic 1884.

3. Frege turned away from the mentalism (rationalism?) of Descartes, still apparent in Locke’s semantic theory, in which words represented ideas in the mind, to an empiricism which liberated the thoughts expressed by sentences into the public arena.

4. 3 consequences of Locke’s theory: (i) Only through ‘long and familiar use’ can words excite the ‘same’ ideas in different men; (ii) The privacy of ideas can lead to misunderstandings about word meanings; (iii) Truth lay in conformity of an individual’s ideas with those of others.

5. Frege’s Linguistic Turn launched analytical philosophy, premised on a philosophical account of language as being the only means to a comprehensive, philosophical account of thought.

6. Frege inherited and improved the representative or designative tradition of meaning theory, relating language to the world.  It contrasts with other future theories based on other relata, viz:
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      Speaker-related: Expressive function; Intentionalist theories; Criterion subjective correctness and

      fidelity to speaker intention.  Eg Grice.

      Audience-related: Appellative function; Pragmatic theories; Criterion felicity or intersubjective

correctness.  Eg Austin, Strawson, Grice, later Wittgenstein.

      World-related:  Representative function; Designative theories; Criteria truth and objectivity.  

      Locke, Mill, Frege, Wittgenstein (Tractatus), Quine, Davidson.

7. Problems for simple designative theory: some words lack counterparts in world; some name non-

existents (‘nobody’, Othello); problem of co-referring terms (Venus, Hesperus)

8. Frege divided meaning into Sense and Reference, partly solving co-reference problem and introducing intensionality; and identified ‘all’, ‘some’, ‘each’ etc as quantifiers.

9. Russell’s analysis of statements containing definite descriptions, and his treatment of proper names as abbreviated descriptions solved more problems.

10. Strawson showed there was more to language than representation and assertions with truth values.  Definite descriptions only imply, don’t assert, the existence of a referent.  He was part of the pragmatic turn, saying “There can be no semantics without pragmatics.”

11. Donnellan, highlighted the dual functions of referential expressions as primarily referential or attributive, in the expressive mould emphasised the communicative intentions of the speaker.

12. Austin’s ‘Performative Utterances’ attacked the concept of language primarily comprising truth-conditional assertions.  He drew attention to ‘illocutionary’ performative utterances, judged by their felicity.  Not altogether successful, insofar as many utterances are seen to have both assertoric and illocutionary features; but the latter had received no previous attention.

13. Grice, another pragmatist, straddled two of the Habermas zones: noticing effect on audience (the appellative function), he distinguished speaker meaning from sentence meaning with his conversational and conventional implicatures; but it is audience effect as perceived by the speaker (expressive function), and Grice developed a severely intentionalist theory of meaning, which for him was conveyed by a speaker’s intending to achieve a listener’s belief by recognition of his intention.

14. The interpretive turn of Quine and Davidson.  Both were in the designative tradition, with truth conditions as criteria of meaning.  Both believed that communication consisted in a listener’s being able to interpret the ‘referential act’ of a speaker as a component of the latter’s holistic web of beliefs.  This had to be done by finding overlaps between the interlocutors’ individual webs of beliefs (Quine) or idiolects (Davidson).  Quine saw this done by construction of a theory; Davidson according to the principle of charity.  Quine particularly maintained that the translation could never be certain of success: hence his thesis of the radical indeterminacy of translation.  Davidson’s charity expected most people held and expressed true beliefs, and there were great overlaps between idiolects.  He believed a comprehensive theory relating meaning to truth was in principle achievable.

15. Nevertheless, Quine’s and Davidson’s positions were consistent with meaning scepticism; and neither accorded the wider social dimension of language much importance.  Wittgenstein, who shared Quine’s holistic views, thought that language as a social activity with a normative character was protected against meaning scepticism by being given contextual determinacy.

16. The sociological turn, deriving from linguistics and the philosophising of Continental and American sociologists, is a current strong influence on the philosophy of language.  It concentrates on the interactions between society and language, and points out how language can implicitly exert political/social pressures on individuals through the norms that it incorporates.

