Philosophy of Language: Wittgenstein 


Professor Boedeker

The context principle
What we could call the naïve theory of meaning holds that to understand the meaning of a word is either:

1. to be able to define it by giving other words equivalent in meaning

or

2. to be able to identify the reference of the word, i.e., what it refers to.

The naïve theory of meaning leads fairly naturally to what we can call the designative theory of meaning: the view that all words ultimately get their meaning by referring to objects.  For all that definitions alone do is identify whether any two words or synonyms or not.  Definitions alone thus cannot ultimately explain the meanings of words.  The only option that the naïve theory of meaning has left for an ultimate explanation of meaning is therefore to identify the object to which the word refers.

The philosopher G.W. Leibniz (1646-1716) combined the naïve theory of meaning with traditional Aristotelian (subject-predicate) logic in the following way.  Leibniz anticipated Frege and Wittgenstein by holding that logical propositions are analytic.  An analytic proposition is true just in case the subject contains the predicate.  For example, it is true that all bachelors are male because the subject bachelor contains the predicate male.  Leibniz anticipated Wittgenstein by claiming that one proves that a proposition is analytic (and thus logically true) just by subjecting it to analysis (hence the term “analytic”).  Thus, for example, one proves that bachelors are male by analyzing bachelor into unmarried male.  The analyzed proposition thus becomes “All unmarried males are male”, which is obviously logically true.  What enables one to analyze the proposition is the definition: “bachelor = unmarried male”.  Leibniz calls such a definition a nominal definition, which breaks up the term to be defined (here, “bachelor”) into component terms (“unmarried male”).

Leibniz then introduces a complication into his theory of proof by analysis.  Take the proposition “All triangular quadrilaterals are triangular”.  For Leibniz, this proposition is impossible, since there can be no square triangles.  Nevertheless, at this level of analysis the proposition looks to be analytic, just like “All unmarried males are male”.  One can prove that it is impossible only by subjecting it to further analysis, for example, by means of the definitions “quadrilateral = closed plane figure with 4 sides” and “triangle = closed plane figure with 3 sides”.  These definitions yield the following analysis of the proposition: “All 4-sided 3-sided closed plane figures are 3-sided closed plane figures”.  Only at this level of analysis does it become evident that the proposition is impossible, since only at this level is it evident that the subject contains a contradiction.  Leibniz’ lesson is that in order to prove that a proposition is analytic, one must first subject it to a complete analysis (which for Leibniz yields adequate knowledge).  This is the only way to be sure that the proposition does not contain a hidden contradiction.  

Leibniz’ philosophy of logical truth and proof is committed to the following:

Russell’s theory of definite descriptions compelled him to reject Leibniz’ claim (5).  This is because a definite description is an incomplete symbol, i.e., one that has no meaning by itself, but only in the context of a proposition.  Russell held that all incomplete symbols can be defined.  The logical definition of an incomplete symbol, however, must be contextual, which Russell also calls a definition in use.  Unlike a nominal definition, a contextual definition does not consist just of replacing a complex term with a set of simpler ones.  Rather, a contextual definition of a term shows how to analyze whole propositions in which that term occurs in such a way that no one thing – including a set of simpler terms – corresponds to it in the analysis.  Clearly, then, Russell’s theory of definite descriptions is an example of an application of Frege’s context principle, as articulated in his 1884 Foundations of Arithmetic: “never to ask for the meaning of a word in isolation, but only in the context of a proposition.”  

Since Russell holds that the final level of analysis consists just of combinations of simple symbols, that simple symbols cannot be defined, and that every incomplete symbol can be defined, he is committed to the view that the final level of analysis contains no incomplete symbols.  Incomplete symbols occur only at levels of analysis, such as the surface level of language, other than the final one.  Furthermore, Russell holds both Leibniz’ theses (2) and (3), and is therefore also committed to Leibniz’ thesis (4).  

In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein carried the context principle even further than had Frege or Russell.  In his hands, the context principle becomes a general theory of meaning, according to which the meaning of a symbol or expression is just its contribution to the sense – i.e., the truth-conditions – of the propositions in which it occurs.  This implies that all symbols other than propositions are “incomplete” in Russell’s terms.  Now Wittgenstein in the Tractatus agrees with Russell’s view that the final level of analysis contains symbols that are simple, and can thus be given neither a nominal nor a contextual definition.  When combined with Wittgenstein’s view that all symbols other than propositions are incomplete, this implies that Russell was wrong to hold that all incomplete symbols can be defined (even contextually).  In fact, all propositions expressed at the final level of analysis consist just of combinations of logically indefinable incomplete expressions.

Wittgenstein’s view of meaning frees him up to reject Leibniz’ thesis (3).  Indeed, he holds that there are some symbols whose meanings are neither their definition, nor an object to which these symbols refer.  There are two important examples of such symbols: predicates (i.e., expressions for concepts and relations) occurring in elementary propositions, and the “T’s” and “F’s” occurring in truth-tables.  As we have seen, for Wittgenstein only (proper) names get their meaning by referring to objects.

Wittgenstein in the Tractatus is still clearly committed to both Leibniz’ theses (1) and (2).  He is committed to (2) because of his basic logico-philosophical view: that all propositions must be capable of being displayed in a truth-table so that they show their modal status (i.e., whether they are tautologies, contradictions, or propositions with sense) without presupposing the truth of any proposition.  As we have seen, the truth-table of a proposition whose base propositions contain a singular term other than a logically simple name presupposes the truth of the defining propositions that would give the analysis of the propositions in which these singular terms occur.  In order to rule out such presuppositions, propositions must be able to be expressed in such a way that their base propositions contain no singular terms other than logically simple names.  And this is precisely what the final level of analysis does.

Wittgenstein’s commitment to (1) is evident in such statements as the following:

“The whole sense of the book might be summed up in the following words: what can be said at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk about we must pass over in silence” (Preface).

“In a proposition a thought can be expressed in such a way that elements of the propositional correspond to the objects of the thought” (3.2).

“When a propositional element signifies a complex, this can be seen from an indeterminateness in the propositions in which it occurs.  In such cases we know that the proposition leaves something undetermined” (3.24).

“A proposition has one and only one complete analysis.  What a proposition expresses it expresses in a determinate manner, which can be set out clearly: a proposition is articulate” (3.25-3.251).

“Every sign that has a definition signifies via the signs that serve to define it; and the definitions point the way” (3.261).

“Language disguises thought…  The tacit conventions on which the understanding of everyday language depends are enormously complicated” (4.002).

“Philosophy aims at the logical clarification of thoughts…  Philosophy [results] in the clarification of propositions.  Without philosophy thoughts are, as it were, cloudy and indistinct: its task is to make them clear and to give them sharp boundaries” (4.112).

“[Philosophy] will signify what cannot be said, by presenting clearly what can be said.  Everything that can be thought at tall can be thought clearly.  Everything that can be put into words can be put clearly” (4.116).

“If we know on purely logical grounds that there must be elementary propositions, then everyone who understands propositions in their unanalyzed form must know it” (5.5562). 

The Tractatus on sense, meaning, and reference
Recall from the handout “Tractatus terminology” that a proposition is something with a sense, where a proposition’s sense is the conditions under which the proposition is true and false.  Recall also that the meaning (Bedeutung) of an expression is just its contribution to the sense of the propositions in which it occurs.  These definitions allow us to determine the meanings of various kinds of expressions.

1. Propositions: The “meaning” (loosely speaking) of a proposition is just its sense.  Propositions do not have reference.  This can be seen by examining two possible candidates for the reference of a proposition:

a. Propositions do not refer to certain facts, namely those that would make the proposition true.  There are several reasons for this.  First, some propositions would be made true by different facts.  “p or q”, for example, would be made true by either p’s being the case or q’s being the case.  So which fact is “p or q” supposed to refer to?  More importantly, propositions can be false.  And a proposition is false because the facts that would make it true do not exist.  Thus there would be nothing for false propositions to refer to.  In this case, only true propositions would be meaningful.  This would have the absurd consequence that there could be no false propositions, since any would-be false proposition would be meaningless.

2. Propositions do not refer to “the True” or “the False”, as Frege thought.  This is because the truth or falsity of a proposition is not part of what it means.  All that is included in the meaning of a proposition is its sense, i.e., the possible conditions under which it would be true or false.  

The sense of a proposition is displayed in a truth-table.  A truth-table is not (as it is in contemporary logic) a way of testing whether a proposition is logically true.  Rather, a truth-table is part of the propositional sign itself.  

2. Logical constants: Wittgenstein’s truth-table notation eliminates the need for logical constants, i.e., such words as “…and___”, “…or___”, “if… then___”, “not…”.  It shows that such words do nothing more than express the performance of truth-operations on a base of propositions.  The result of applying a truth-operation on a base of propositions is a proposition that is a truth-function of the bases, i.e., a proposition whose sense (and thus truth or falsity) depends entirely on the sense (and thus truth and/or falsity) of the bases (5.2341).

3. Functions: a way of “mapping” some linguistic item or items (the “argument[s]” of the function) onto just one linguistic item (the “value” of the function).  Wittgenstein rejects Frege’s notion that function-signs refer to special “unsaturated” entities: the functions.  It’s important to distinguish between two kinds of functions:
Truth-functions: “mappings” of a proposition or set of propositions (= the “arguments”, or “bases” of the truth-function) onto a proposition whose sense (and thus truth or falsity) depends just on the sense (and thus truth and/or falsity) of its bases.  Another way of putting this is to say that a truth-function is the result of performing a “truth-operation” on a base of at least one proposition.  The value of one truth-function can become the argument of another truth-function.  Thus truth-operations can be performed on the results of other truth-operations.  [For example, you can take propositions “p” and “q” as the bases of the truth-operation of conjunction, yielding the new proposition “p.q” (i.e., “p and q”).  Then you can take this result as the base of the truth-operation of negation, yielding the new proposition “~(p.q)” (i.e., “not both p and q”).]  A truth-operation can even take its result as its base.  (For example, we can apply negation to “p”, resulting in “~p”; and we can apply negation to “~p”, resulting in “~~p”.)  Elementary propositions are the ultimate bases of all truth-operations.  An elementary proposition is a truth-function of itself.  All (and only) propositions are truth-functions.  

(Proper) functions: “mappings” of a name or set of names onto elementary propositions.  An elementary proposition is thus a (proper) function of names (4.24), in which the value of the (proper) function for a name or set of names is a particular elementary proposition with a particular sense.  The sense of an elementary proposition depends on the reference of the names that are its arguments.  And the truth-value of an elementary proposition depends on how things stand with the objects named.  Unlike truth-functions, the value of a proper function cannot be the argument of another proper function (3.333, 5.251).  (For example, we cannot say that (object a is red) is red.)  All (and only) elementary proposition are proper functions.
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