Philosophy of Language: Wittgenstein



handout on intentionalism

Intentionalism is the view that performing speech acts – roughly, saying something – necessarily involves a speaker’s intention to produce some kind of effect in the hearer.  It also typically involves the further claim that understanding a speech act necessarily involves the hearer coming to recognize this intention in the speaker.
Wittgenstein questions this view.

I. Let’s try to give a “linguistic phenomenology” of talk of speaker’s “intentions”, in order to see whether it can help us diagnose why someone might be tempted by the philosophical theory of intentionalism.

A. We’ll begin by trying to unpack Wittgenstein’s view of a language-game.  

1. Let’s say that by “language” Wittgenstein has in mind the literal meaning of a speaker’s utterance.  Literal meaning is given in part by conventions, some of which can be quite complex.

2. And let’s say that by “game” Wittgenstein means any of a “family” of activities that human beings can undertake.  

a. Many, but not all, such games have an ulterior motive – what Austin would call a perlocutionary effect.  The “5 red apples” and builders (“slab!”) games are such games: the former gets the customer apples, and the latter helps get some structure built.  Other games, however, appear to be undertaken in part for their own sake, e.g., hacky sack, chatting, etc.

b. Many, but not all, such games are played by more than one player.  Naturally, this is true for the “5 red apples” and builders (“slab!”) games, which involve at least a pair who play different, but complementary roles.  Other games, however, are played only by a single player, e.g., solitaire, writing in a diary, etc.

B. Try out the following way of understanding illocutionary acts: Which particular illocutionary act a speaker performs is a function of two things: (1) which language (“l”) is being spoken (i.e., what the literal meaning of the speaker’s utterance is in that context) and (2) what game (“g”) the speaker is playing: roughly, what the speaker is “up to” in the utterance.  This gives us the following “formula” for illocutionary acts (“i”): i = f(l,g)
It also gives us a graphic way of “plotting” illocutionary acts:
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(embedded in a “form of life”, i.e., roughly, a network of overlapping and interconnected possible games to play)
C. We can use this scheme to define “normal” and “abnormal” communication conditions.  A communication condition is normal to the extent to which the hearer correctly understands which language the speaker is speaking, and which game the speaker is playing.  Conversely, a communication condition is abnormal to the extent to which the hearer fails to understand which language the speaker is speaking or which game the speaker is playing.  Here are some examples of abnormal communication conditions:

1. Lying arises when the hearer correctly understands the speaker’s language, but is wrong about what game the speaker is playing.  That is, the hearer wrongly takes the speaker to be playing the game of telling the truth, whereas the speaker is really playing the game of deceiving.

2. The hearer correctly understands the speaker’s literal meaning, but is wrong or unclear about which illocutionary act the speaker is performing in making the utterance.  For example, is the speaker being ironic, metaphorical, poetic, lying, threatening, etc.?

3. The hearer rightly understands the speaker’s game, but wrongly understands the speaker’s literal meaning.  This can occur because of 

a. acoustical disturbances (on the part of the speaker [e.g., garbled speech], hearer, both, or somewhere in between [e.g., poor transmission]).

b. Differences in idiolect, whether phonetic (Standard American “oil”, Southeastern American “awl”) or semantic (e.g., American “hood”, British “bonnet”; Midwest American “milkshake”, New England “cabinet”).  A subset of semantic differences in idiolect is the difference between the everyday and “technical” uses of terms (e.g., when doing philosophy of language, we need to be much more careful about our use of “proposition”, “sign”, “symbol”, “sentence”, etc., than we usually are).
D. Under normal communication conditions, the speaker S is entitled to believe without justification that the illocutionary act produced by S’s utterance is the one that S believes it to be.  Similarly, under normal communication conditions, the hearer H is entitled to believe without justification that the illocutionary act produced by S’s utterance is the one that H believes it to be.  The expression of such beliefs would be frame propositions.
E. As we saw in (C) above, however, abnormal communication conditions come in many different varieties.  If, but only if, a hearer has reason to suspect that any of these may be in play, the hearer is entitled to ask S for clarification – about either S’s language or S’s game.  In the terms of On Certainty, this is analogous to doubting what is under normal conditions a frame proposition.  But as with doubting frame propositions, when a hearer H does this, H commits himself to providing a good reason why the conditions are not normal.  

F. A speaker then has various options open in responding to H’s request for clarification.  One is for S simply to claim that H has misunderstood S’s language; perhaps H is a hack, crank, or imposter.  Other options are for S to 

1. disambiguate the literal meaning of S’s utterance

2. claim that S misspoke, and rephrase the utterance

3. claim that H misunderstood the game S was playing in the utterance

Note that in these (and many other) examples, S’s reply would probably involve saying something like “What I meant/intended to say was…”,  “I didn’t mean/ intend to cause offense”, etc.  These are (I think) the most common and original uses of such verbs.  And note also that these all arise under (suspected) abnormal conditions of communication.

II. Diagnosis of intentionalism: For Wittgenstein in On Certainty Cartesian skepticism arises out of a mis-description of our actual use of words like “know” – i.e., in ignoring that frame propositions can be doubted only under abnormal conditions.  Similarly, we can see that intentionalism arises out of a misdescription of our actual use of words like “mean” or “intend” – i.e., in ignoring that such claims arise only under abnormal communication conditions.  Now we do give speakers a fair amount of leeway in clarifying their illocutionary acts by specifying what they did or did not intend (or intend to say).  But this leeway is not absolute.  That is, speakers don’t have absolute authority over the illocutionary acts that they perform.  Some insults or lies are so obvious that they cannot simply be passed off as supposed “slips of the tongue”.  Words like “mean” or “intend” do not refer to things called meanings, which are specified by other things called intentions.  (This is parallel to Wittgenstein’s remarks about “knowledge” not being some specific relation between someone’s mind and a true proposition.)  Rather, we use these words in the language-game of clarifying or arguing about the intentional acts we perform.  We use these words in order to challenge or defend claims about the literal meaning of our utterances or the games we are playing.  But when we use these words in this way, we are not referring to things called speaker’s “intentions” – mysterious mental things that somehow fix the “meanings” of our words.
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