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On the meaning of 'means' in 1710 Tom Stoneham University of York [email protected] Stating the meaning of a word is the paradigmatic task of a dictionary. Philosophers also make claims about the meanings of words. In this short note I argue that looking at the history of dictionaries can help us to understand certain philosophical claims about meanings, for example, §3 of Berkeley's Principles, which contains the claim (my emphasis): I think an intuitive knowledge may be obtained of this, by any one that shall attend to what is meant by the term exist when applied to sensible things. The table I write on, I say, exists, that is, I see and feel it; and if I were out of my study I should say it existed, meaning thereby that if I was in my study I might perceive it, or that some other spirit actually does perceive it. There was an odour, that is, it was smelled; there was a sound, that is to say, it was heard; a colour or figure, and it was perceived by sight or touch. This is all that I can understand by these and the like expressions. Here we have a claim about the meaning of 'exist' which seems easy to refute (the following is adapted from Warnock, 1982, 175): If the sentence 'The table I write on exists' means the same as 'I see and feel it or some other spirit actually does perceive it', then to assert the first and deny the second would be self-contradictory. But in fact this is not the case. Did Berkeley really intend to state the view which is refuted here? That depends upon what he meant by 'means'. Did Berkeley think that to state the meaning or what is understood by an ordinary word like 'exist' consists in giving a dictionary-style definition? One way to defend a negative answer to this question would be to argue that, given his historical context,



Berkeley would have lacked the concept of such a definition because it had not yet been invented. And to argue this we must look at the history of the dictionary. Not all the books we call 'dictionaries' do the same thing. In fact, there are four kinds of dictionary. A translational dictionary gives synonyms in one language for words in another and thus allows someone who knows one of the languages to know the meaning of words in the other language. It assumes that the reader understands the meaning of the word in one language and exploits this understanding, but it does not try to state what is so understood. A prescriptive dictionary is very like a translational dictionary, for it too gives synonymous pairs, relying on the reader understanding at least one of the terms, and then instructs which of the pair is the correct one to use. It can, in fact, be seen as a translational dictionary between the correct or proper language and the incorrect language of the reader. Of course, if it is politically motivated it may not want to use the incorrect words, and thus may be forced to give a less direct synonym in the vernacular, but the objective is the same. Thirdly, a vocabulary or word-list1 might seek to teach the reader new words. As such, it is not in the business of giving synonyms for words already understood and must instead define the new words in terms of other words which the reader understands. These are often true definitions, often serving to give the reader a new concept, though inaccuracy or vagueness in the definition is perfectly acceptable just so long as it serves to give the reader a sufficient partial grasp of the meaning to be accepted as someone who uses the word meaningfully. Having attained such a partial understanding, the reader is then in a position to improve her understanding through the normal means. The working assumption of such a vocabulary is that there are a sufficient number of words which the reader understands and which do not need to be defined. Thus the notion of definition used in a vocabulary or word-list is not one of making explicit the understanding possessed by one who knows what the definiendum



1



Sometimes called an 'accidence' in the early 17th century.



means, rather it aims to find a route which will take the reader from understanding some words to understanding others. In contrast the fourth type of dictionary, a truly descriptive dictionary, has as its sole purpose the making explicit of what is known by someone who understands the word correctly. As such, any word whatsoever, however common or trivial, can be defined. Of course, for certain categories of words, namely the 'correct' ones or the 'hard' ones, such purely descriptive definitions may also serve the purposes of prescriptive dictionaries and vocabularies respectively. So many of the entries we might find in a prescriptive dictionary or a vocabulary might also suffice as entries in a purely descriptive dictionary. But the mere fact that a tool designed for one purpose is also effective for another should not prevent us from distinguishing carefully the two purposes. With this taxonomy in hand, we can ask when dictionaries of each type first appeared. Since my taxonomy is based on philosophically motivated distinctions, we will need to interpret the history for ourselves. Translational dictionaries are probably as old as the Tower of Babel and need not detain us any longer. But the fact that one can say what the Latin or Greek or French word for 'cat' is does not entail that one can give a definition of 'cat' which makes explicit the knowledge possessed by English speakers who understand that word. So the existence of descriptive translational dictionaries should not lead us to think that the idea of a single-language purely descriptive dictionary would have occurred to anyone. The OED sums up the history of single-language dictionaries very succinctly: Dictionaries (so entitled) of English and various modern languages appeared in England from 1547 onward; in the 17th c. the name was gradually extended to works explaining English words, only ‘hard words’ being admitted into the earliest English Dictionaries. Unfortunately, no reference is given for the 1547 date though they are probably thinking of William Salesbury's A Dictionary in Englyshe and Welshe, which is in fact a translational



dictionary, and the earliest passage used in illustration is from The Duchess of Malfi (1616), which clearly refers to a vocabulary or word-list explaining 'hard' words, in this case 'lycanthropia'. The earliest single-language English dictionary2 normally cited is Robert Cawdrey's Table Alphabetical (1604) which he describes on the frontispiece thus: A Table Alphabeticall, conteyning and teaching the true writing, and vnderstanding of hard vsuall3 English wordes, borrowed from the Hebrew, Greeke, Latine, or French. &c. With the interpretation thereof by plaine English words, gathered for the benefit & helpe of Ladies, Gentlewomen, or any other vnskilfull persons. Whereby they may the more easilie and better vnderstand many hard English wordes, which they shall heare or read in Scriptures, Sermons, or elswhere, and also be made able to vse the same aptly themselues. Legere, et non intelligere, neglegere est. As good not read, as not to vnderstand. Clearly this falls into the category of a vocabulary or word-list. The later 17th century was dominated by two more vocabularies, Thomas Blount's Glossographia; or, a dictionary interpreting the hard words of whatsoever language, now used in our refined English tongue (1656) and Edward Phillips' A New World of Words; or, a universal English dictionary. Containing an account of the original or proper sense, and various significations of all hard words derived from other languages, ... Together with a brief ... explication of all terms relating to any of the arts and sciences, ... To which is added the interpretation of proper names of men and women, ... ' (1658). Phillips is widely agreed to have plagiarized Blount, but his dictionary is almost twice the size and does contain some more common words. Given the plagiarism and the sub-title, it is likely that the less 'hard' words were included by 2



There are earlier works containing word-lists, such as Mulcaster's Elementarie (1582) mentioned below. Cawdrey's appears to be the first work which consists entirely of an English word-list. 3 On 'usual' not here meaning 'common', see Fleming (1994, 303 and footnote 40). What it seems to mean here is proprietary to a particular type of activity, so usual words would be technical terms or jargon.



way of padding. Interestingly, neither of these dictionaries have the verb 'to mean' or the noun 'meaning' as a headword, but Cockeram's English Dictionary of 1623 has the noun and Kersey's of 1702 has both.4 The idea of prescriptive dictionaries goes back even earlier, certainly to the founding of the Accademia della Crusca in Florence in 1582 which resulted in the publication of Grazzini's Vocabulario of 'pure' words in 1612. Here the explicit intent was to establish and maintain the purity of the Italian language, while the Académie Française, founded in 1635, had a similar aim for the French language. In England we find the schoolmaster Richard Mulcaster's Elementarie (1582) seeking to prescribe how English should be written.5 I have not found anything which looks like a descriptive dictionary in the 17th century and it certainly begins to appear as if the idea of such a dictionary can be attributed entirely to Samuel Johnson. In the first decade of the 18th century John Kersey edited and extended Phillips' New World, reaching 38,000 definitions by 1706, but while he eschewed what we would now call jargon, which had comprised many of the head-words in previous vocabularies, he kept the official restriction to 'significant words'. So by the first decade of the 18th century the idea that comprehensiveness might be a virtue in a dictionary was around, but the primary purpose seemed still be to extend or correct vocabulary rather than make explicit what was already known by many readers. The first serious attempt at recording all English words was Bailey's Universal Etymological Dictionary (1721), but he refrained from giving serious definitions of the very common words, as his entries for 'cat' ('a creature well known') and 'horse' ('a beast well known') make clear. Johnson was actually commissioned to write an English dictionary along the lines of that produced by the Académie Française, 4



Kersey defines 'to mean' as 'to purpose, to understand, or to signify' and 'meaning' as 'purport', as does Cockeram. It is clear that the distinction between what people mean, that is intend by an action linguistic or otherwise, and what words mean is not sharp here. Prior to Kersey, lexicographers use the verb 'to mean' in their explanations almost always unambiguously in the first sense and never unambiguously in the second sense. They do however sometimes talk of meanings or words or phrases when explaining figures of speech, e.g. in Phillips we find 'Ambifarious, (Lat.) that which hath a twofold meaning.' 5 Mulcaster was the first headmaster of the Merchant Taylor's School.



something which would 'fix' the English language, but his peculiar temperament lead him to produce a quite different work, something purely descriptive (give or take a bit of Johnson's wit) and not officially restricted to words perceived as especially significant, hard or derived from other languages, words the meaning of which the reader might need to acquire.6 For example, the verb 'to come', which even my dog appears to understand, is given 56 nonfigurative definitions illustrated by quotations. So what does this mean for interpreting Berkeley's argument in the Principles? Did he really intend to give a dictionary-style definition of 'exists'? It seems he cannot have done. When he wrote the Principles Berkeley was a highly educated young man who would have been aware of the Académie Française and the Accademia della Crusca. He was also a talented linguist who lectured at Trinity on Latin, Greek and Hebrew, suggesting that he would have been familiar with translational dictionaries but is unlikely to have had much use for a vocabulary or 'hard' word-list. His exposure to polite society in Dublin makes it highly likely that he had come across vocabularies, and he may also have been aware of the earlier dispute between Blount and Phillips. But none of this adds up to the curious idea that a perfectly ordinary English word, one which is quickly and easily learnt by all children, could be given a non-trivial dictionary definition in English. Perhaps that had never occurred to him. I conjecture that, when he wrote of 'what is meant by the term exist' in Principles §3, he 6



The thesis that the modern conception of a dictionary definition was introduced by Johnson has been defended by Ian Lancashire. His view is that prior to Johnson meaning was regarded as 'fuzzy and indeterminate' so dictionaries either provided direct lexical equivalents or 'read like encyclopaedias, guides to the world' (1999). Thus Lancashire discerns a descriptive project in the early dictionaries, with Johnson marking a shift of attention from world to word. I am in agreement with Lancashire about the significance of Johnson's dictionary, but not the nature of his achievement. It does not seem that his innovation was to shift an existing descriptive tradition from defining things to defining words, for Johnson would have been aware that the earliest wordlists (e.g. Mulcaster's) appear in school books aimed at teaching 'orthography', that is the correct use of language. The distinction between paying attention to language and to the world was entrenched by Johnson's time (and certainly clear to Locke, from whom Johnson often quotes). Thus a better interpretation of the role of Johnson is that he invented the purely descriptive dictionary, the dictionary with no other aim. And once he was engaged in a purely descriptive project, there was no need to restrict himself to some subset of the English words, such as those perceived as hard or those one wants to encourage people to use. The idea which would have been strange in the 17th and early 18th centuries was not that the meaning of words is sometimes determinate and finely nuanced, but that ordinary words understood by every competent speaker could be given definitions which were more informative than simply 'cat means cat'.



is quite unlikely to have been thinking that his implicit linguistic knowledge as a competent user of that word was something which could be explicitly stated, or that in making such a statement we would be saying something of interest. If that is the case, then what he proposes as the meaning of 'exist' is not something we should read as if it were an entry in a descriptive dictionary. What else it might be is another, rather difficult, question.7
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See (Stoneham 2006) for an interpretation of Principles §3 along these lines.
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