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Logic & Language Lecture One



Dr. Richard Woodward [email protected]



Matters arising... Before we kick off, a word about course materials. I won’t be giving anything out in the lectures --- you’re free to make notes, of course, but don’t let that distract you from the content of what’s being said in the lectures. I’ll be posted the slides from the lectures on my webpage (which is accessible from my Faculty homepage) after the lectures. (I’ll try to get them up before the lectures, but I’m not in a position to guarantee it.) This doesn’t mean that you don’t need to attend the lectures --- things will crop up spontaneously in the lectures that aren’t in the slides, and you’ll miss these things if you aren’t here. Lastly, if you want to see me, I’m going to be in my office between 11.30 and 12.30 (not today!) on Wednesday’s if you want to pop in and chat about anything from the lectures. This will be on a first-come-first-served basis.



Introduction We often say talk about things being true and things being false (and perhaps, things being neither true nor false). Thus consider the following exchange: Billy: Gossip Girl is a great show Alice: That’s true, but Mad Men is better Alice here tell us that something --- whatever Alice’s “that” refers to --- is true; she predicates truth to that thing. But what is this thing which is true? What does Alice’s “that” refer to? Of what thing is truth a property? Various answers to this question have been proposed, and we’ll look at some in the lecture. This shall force us to make some important distinctions, distinctions which shall prove important in the subsequent lectures.



Sentences A first thought is that it is sentences which are true and false. The thing to which Alice predicates truth is the sentence “Gossip Girl is a great show”. But what is a sentence? Let’s think of sentences as grammatical strings of meaningful words (cf. Haack, The Philosophy of Logics). It’s clear that sentences in this sense aren’t always even capable of being true and false. Frege makes this point in “The Thought”. The point is that whilst it is clear that the question of whether the sentence “Mad Men is a great show” is true or false makes sense, the question of truth doesn’t arise for imperative sentences such as “shut the door” or interrogative sentences such as “can you shut the door?”. It’s absurd to think that commands and questions can be true or false. (Though see Frege on sentential questions.)



Sentences When we suggested that it is sentences that are true and false, we had in mind declarative (or indicative) sentences --- sentences which state that certain things are the case. Neither commands nor questions are declarative sentences: they don’t state that anything is the case. As Frege puts it “only sentences in which we communicate or state something come into question.” Here’s a different way to see the point. A natural idea is that some sentences represent the world as being a certain way --- the sentence “snow is white”, the thought goes, represents the world as being such that snow is white in color. But not all sentences play this representational role. Questions don’t seem to represent the world as being a certain way, even though the answers to those questions might. Similarly, commands don’t represent the world as being a certain way; they command that the world be a way.



Utterances/Utterings The sentential picture, then, says that truth is a property of sentences. We might rephrase this as follows: when Alice utters “That’s true”, the pronoun “that” refers to the thing Billy uttered, i.e. the sentence “Gossip Girl is a great show”. It’s important not to confuse the thing Billy uttered, his sentence, with Billy’s uttering the sentence in question. Billy’s uttering the sentence is an event, and the event of Billy’s uttering the sentence is no more capable of truth or falsity than the event of Alice’s murdering Billy. So the point is that uttering a sentence is one thing, but the sentence uttered is quite another. The former is something that can be done; whereas it’s just silly to think that sentences are things which can be done.



Types vs. Tokens Our next port of call is an important ambiguity in the idea that truth is a property of (declarative) sentences. We can bring this ambiguity out by asking how many sentences are numbered below: (1) The cat is on the mat (2) The cat is on the mat There are two competing answers to our original question. On the one hand, we might think that the right answer is “two”; on the other hand, we might think that the right answer is “one”. This forces us to distinguish sentence tokens from sentence types. (The distinction traces to Peirce.) “Two” is the right answer if we are asking how many sentence tokens are numbered; “one” is the right answer if we are asking how many sentence types are numbered.



A problem The idea that truth is a property of sentences is, however, problematic. To see why, consider two sentences from different languages: (3) “Nora kommt aus Berlin” said by Tatjana (4) “Nora comes from Berlin” said by Richard Whether we’re thinking of sentence types or sentence tokens, it’s clear that we have two sentences here. But there is also a clear sense in which Tatjana and Richard are saying the same thing. If we think in terms of representation for a moment, it’s clear that both speaker’s are representing the world to be the same way, even though they use sentences of different languages in order to do so.



Transformations The distinction is further illustrated by an example of Frege’s (again, in “The Thought”). As he notes, a sentence can be transformed in certain ways without altering what is said. Thus datives can be transformed into nominatives, as in: (5) Chuck gave Blair a gift (6) Blair received a gift from Chuck Similarly, the active can be transformed into the passive, as in: (7) Serena drank the martini (8) The martini was drunk by Serena In both transformations, we have moved from one sentence to another, but we don’t seem to have changed what is said.



Indexicals A final illustration of the present point comes from the case of indexicals (Strawson makes a big deal of this). Thus consider the following three scenarios (9) “I am happy” said by Chuck (who is happy) (10) “You are happy” said by Blair to Chuck (11) “I am happy” said by Serena (who is unhappy) In cases (9) and (10) we have two different sentences, but they seem to say the same thing. Indeed, they seem to say the same thing about the same person. So what is said by Blair is the same as what is said by Chuck. In cases (9) and (11), Chuck and Serena utter the same words, but say different things: Chuck says that he is happy and speaks truly whereas Serena says that she is happy and speaks falsely.



Strawson Thus we have lots of data which suggests distinguishing between the things we utter and the things we say/assert. Strawson (in Introduction to Logical Theory) uses the term statement to pick out the latter. So the idea is that sentences (what is uttered) need to be distinguished from statements (what is said/asserted). A good question here is what exactly Strawson means by “statement”. At a level of generality, Strawson’s statements are the things said when we use sentences on a particular occasion or the things we assert when we use a sentence. Moreover, Strawson seems to think that two sentences make the same statement when they say the same thing about the same object. It’s clear that this makes good sense of the data we encountered. For instance, “Serena drank the martini” and “the martini was drunk by Serena” say the same thing about the same thing.



Strawson Now, Strawson thinks that the data should compel us to think that truth is a property of statements rather than sentences. He writes: “What these examples show is that we cannot identify that which is true or false (the statement) with the sentence used in making it; for the same sentence can be used to make quite different statements, some of them true and some of them false” (ibid, p.4) It’s worth emphasizing that we needn’t read Strawson as denying that sentences are true/false. The key point, it seems, is that truth is primarily a property of statements rather than sentences. Even if we buy this, we might allow ourselves to say that a sentence (token) is true so long as the statement it makes is true. We can allow that truth is only a derivative property of sentences, so long as it’s understood that it is the truth of statements which is explanatorily fundamental.



Meanings Strawson’s account, then, is that truth is (primarily) a property of statements (what is said/asserted) rather than sentences (what is uttered). A good question at this point is whether Strawson thinks that what a sentence says is the same thing as what that sentence means. Think about the data again: we might naturally think that the sentence “Nora comes from Berlin” means in English what the sentence “Nora kommt aus Berlin” means in German. The two sentences, the thought goes, share the same meaning. Similarly, one might naturally think that the sentence “Serena drank the martini” means the same as the sentence “The martini was drunk by Serena”. After all, the grammatical transformation doesn’t seem to alter the meaning of the sentence. If we think that meanings are whatever is shared by two synonymous sentences, then this encourages to conflate statements with meanings.



Strawson on meaning Strawson, for his part, denies that what a sentence says (the statement) is the same thing as what that sentence means (its meaning), telling us that “it will not do to identify the statement either with the sentence, or with the meaning of the sentence.” But why? Consider the following scenario. Someone has left you an answer phone message. They utter the following sentence: “I have missed my train.” That’s nice to know, except you have no idea who left you the message. On Strawson’s account, the fact that you don’t know who left you the message means that you don’t know what statement is made by the sentence “I have missed my train.” But there is a clear sense in which you still know what the sentence means. After all, “I” has a perfectly good “dictionary definition”, something like “I” is a pronoun used to refer to the speaker of a sentence. So you know that whoever left the message missed their train.



Strawson on meaning Cartwright (in “Propositions”) makes a similar point using a different example: “Consider... the sentence “It’s raining”. These are words in the uttering of which people often (though not always) assert something. But of course what is asserted varies from one occasion of their utterance to another. A person who utters them one day does not (normally) make the same statement as one who utters them on the next; and one who utters them in Oberlin does not usually assert what is asserted by one who utters them in Detroit. But these variations in what is asserted are not accompanied by corresponding changes in meaning. The words “It is raining” retain the same meaning throughout.” Again, each word in the sentence “it is raining” has a perfectly good dictionary definition, and that means that there is a sense in which the sentence “it is raining” has a meaning that doesn’t change from one token utterance to another. So the meaning of a sentence is one thing, the statement it makes is another.



Summing up... We can, then, understand the Strawsonian account as involving four elements: (I) Sentences (the things uttered) (II) Contexts of utterance (including factors like who is speaking, to whom they are speaking, where they are speaking, when they are speaking, etc.) (III) Statements (the things said/asserted by sentences on particular occasions of use, associated with sentences by means of contexts + meanings.) (IV) Meanings (the things meant, associated with sentences by means of dictionary definitions of words) Truth, on Strawson’s account, is primarily a property of statements rather than sentences or meanings.



Propositions Many philosophers think that the truth is primarily a property of things called propositions. So we should ask: how do these things fit into the picture? Propositions are often conceived of as being The Things We Mean (Indeed, this is the title of Schiffer’s 2003 book on propositions.) This encourages us to think that propositions are what Strawson calls “meanings”. But that’s a bit awkward, and this highlights that the debate about propositions, statements and meanings is a terminological minefield. When Strawson talks about “meaning”, he has in mind something like “dictionary definitions”. But not everyone uses the term in this way. Some people use “meaning” to just mean what is asserted by a sentence, and would understand “statements” as “meanings”. And if statements=meanings and meanings=propositions, then statements=propositions too.



Propositions I think the crucial issue isn’t what we call the different elements of the account; it’s the theoretical work that the elements do. (As some philosophers like to put it, what matters is the functional role that the elements play.) Whether we call the things asserted propositions or statements, and whether we think that meaning is a further thing entirely might not really matter. So here’s a metaphorical way to understand the different elements of an account. Firstly, we have the vehicles of language (the things uttered) Secondly, we have the roads of language (the contexts of utterance) Thirdly, we have the contents of language (the things asserted/said) Lastly, we have the rules of travel (the things which tell you how to extract contents from vehicles based on information about the road.)



Propositions With this conception in place, we can start to fit people into the model. Thus Strawson’s “statements” are the things which play the content-role, and his “meanings” are the things which play the rules-of-travel-role. But suppose that someone calls the players of the content-role “propositions” and does not distinguish the “meaning” of a sentence from the proposition it expresses. (Perhaps they call the players of the rule-of-travel-role “linguistic meanings”.) This doesn’t necessarily mean that they are disagreeing with any aspect of Strawson’s account --- they are just using different words. That’s not say that everyone accepts Strawson’s account --- there are competing accounts of what propositions/statements are, and not everyone accepts Strawson’s “say the same thing about the same thing” criterion. But it is to say that we need to be careful to distinguish cases where he have a philosophical disagreement from cases where we have a merely verbal dispute.



Looking ahead Recall that Strawson’s notion of a statement (what some like to call a proposition) is the thing asserted by a declarative sentence (as used in a particular context). For Strawson, it is statements that are true and false; they are the things of which truth is a property. Here is a different question: when is it okay to assert something? To put the point otherwise, when is it okay to use a sentence to make a certain statement? A very natural answer to this question is: when the statement you are making, the thing you are asserting is true. It’s okay to say that it is raining in all and only those scenarios in which it is raining, or so the thought goes. As we’ll see in the next lecture, however, this natural answer to our question is problematic. For there are lots of cases in which it seems true statements seem to be unassertable --- cases in which the statement is true, but it isn’t okay to make that statement. Making sense of these cases forces us to draw another important distinction: that between what we assert when we utter a sentence and what we communicate when we utter a sentence.
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