Philosophy of Language: Wittgenstein
Prof. Boedeker
Theses about language in John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding
Perhaps the basic question in the philosophy of language is: what makes genuine language possible as opposed to the mere utterance of sounds (as parrots do).

For Locke, it’s the fact that we understand general terms:
“The having of general ideas is that which puts a perfect distinction betwixt man and brutes, and is an excellency which the faculties of brutes do by no means attain unto.”
A. Explicit theses:

1. All meaningful words are names, i.e., words that signify, designate, or refer to something.

2. A speaker has an “inviolable… liberty to make his words stand for” (Bk. III, Ch. II, 8) whatever he pleases.  This has been called the “Humpty-Dumpty” theory of meaning, following the character in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass.

3. All words have as their primary or immediate signification just the ideas in the mind of the speaker.  An idea is “whatsoever is the object of the understanding when a man thinks” (Introduction, 8), i.e., “that which his mind is applied about whilst thinking” (Bk II., Ch. I, 1).  “Everyone is conscious of [ideas] in himself; and men’s words and actions will satisfy him that they are in others” (Bk. II., Ch. I, 1).  This goes back to René Descartes’ definition of idea as “whatever is immediately perceived by the mind” (Replies to the Objections of Thomas Hobbes to Descartes’ Meditation III, 1641).
4. Besides the primary or immediate signification, words can also have a secret, or secondary reference to two other kinds of things:

4a. The words of other people can secretly refer to ideas in the minds of these other people.  The reference of the words of a speaker is “secret” to the hearer, since each person has immediate (cognitive) access only to his or her own ideas.

4b. Words also “secretly” refer to the real, physical things (not ideas) that we suppose our ideas to be about.  This reference is “secret” even to the speaker, since someone can know with certainty only the existence of his or her own ideas. 

5. Some names are particular (i.e., proper names, such as Bill Clinton, Venus, etc.), whereas others are general (such as horse, triangle, etc.).

6. Particular names (i.e., proper names) signify particular ideas (such as the idea of Bill Clinton, the idea of Venus, etc.) in the mind of the speaker, whereas general names signify general, or abstract, ideas (such as the idea of horseness, the idea of triangularity, etc.) in the mind of the speaker.

7. General ideas are formed by a process of abstraction.  The mind begins with particular ideas, and modifies them by “separating from them the circumstances of time, and place, and any other ideas that may determine them to this or that particular existence” (Bk. III, Ch. III, 6), i.e., “leaving out something that is peculiar to each individual” (Bk. III, Ch. III, 9).
(3) is extremely problematic, since it seems to mistake “I have x in mind” (i.e.. I believe that x is possible or actual) with “x is in (= Husserl’s “immanent to”) my mind.”  Alternatively, it mistakes “I get the idea (= concept)?” with “I have this picture (= idea)”?

(7) is extremely problematic, as Berkeley points out.

Locke seems to have been misled by the word “idea,” which can mean both a concept and a picture.  He seems to have thought (wrongly) that if you can picture some object as falling under a concept, that concept must be a picture.  (And the more general the concept, the more abstract the picture.)

So Locke wrongly argued from the fact that 
a more general concept is formed from a less general one by removing some concept from it
to the conclusion that

a more general picture is formed from a less general one by removing (= “abstracting”) some part, or aspect, from that picture.

Note how this view of “abstraction” does work with concepts:

animal

Mammal = animal ( furry

Cat = (animal ( furry) ( feline

Or:

Closed plane figure

Quadrilateral = closed plane figure ( has exactly 4 sides

Equilateral quadrilateral = quadrilateral ( has each side equal in length

Square = equilateral quadrilateral ( has right angles

Triangle

Right triangle = triangle ( having one right angle
The problem, however, is that this “abstraction” theory doesn’t work with pictures.  That is, there are pictures that do include precisely some of the features that are supposed to be “abstracted” from other pictures.

For example, there can be no “abstract” picture of a triangle does have definite lengths of its sides, degrees of its angles, color of its lines, etc.  Thus no picture of a triangle is any more “abstract” than any other.

Locke: 

AN ESSAY CONCERNING HUMAN UNDERSTANDING

BOOK III (“OF WORDS”), CHAPTER III (“OF GENERAL TERMS”)

6. How general Words are made.

The next thing to be considered is,--How general words come to be made.

For, since all things that exist are only particulars, how come we by

general terms; or where find we those general natures they are supposed

to stand for? Words become general by being made the signs of

general ideas: and ideas become general, by separating from them the

circumstances of time and place, and any other ideas that may determine

them to this or that particular existence. By this way of abstraction

they are made capable of representing more individuals than one; each of

which having in it a conformity to that abstract idea, is (as we call

it) of that sort.

8. And further enlarge our complex ideas, by still leaving out

properties contained in them.

By the same way that they come by the general name and idea of MAN, they

easily advance to more general names and notions. For, observing that

several things that differ from their idea of man, and cannot therefore

be comprehended out under that name, have yet certain qualities wherein

they agree with man, by retaining only those qualities, and uniting them

into one idea, they have again another and more general idea; to which

having given a name they make a term of a more comprehensive extension:

which new idea is made, not by any new addition, but only as before, by

leaving out the shape, and some other properties signified by the name

man, and retaining only a body, with life, sense, and spontaneous

motion, comprehended under the name animal.

9. General natures are nothing but abstract and partial ideas of more

complex ones.

That this is the way whereby men first formed general ideas, and general

names to them, I think is so evident, that there needs no other proof

of it but the considering of a man's self, or others, and the ordinary

proceedings of their minds in knowledge. And he that thinks GENERAL

NATURES or NOTIONS are anything else but such abstract and partial ideas

of more complex ones, taken at first from particular existences, will, I

fear, be at a loss where to find them. For let any one effect, and then

tell me, wherein does his idea of MAN differ from that of PETER and

PAUL, or his idea of HORSE from that of BUCEPHALUS, but in the leaving

out something that is peculiar to each individual, and retaining so much

of those particular complex ideas of several particular existences as

they are found to agree in? Of the complex ideas signified by the names

MAN and HORSE, leaving out but those particulars wherein they differ,

and retaining only those wherein they agree, and of those making a new

distinct complex idea, and giving the name ANIMAL to it, one has a more

general term, that comprehends with man several other creatures. Leave

out of the idea of ANIMAL, sense and spontaneous motion, and the

remaining complex idea, made up of the remaining simple ones of body,

life, and nourishment, becomes a more general one, under the more

comprehensive term, VIVENS. And, not to dwell longer upon this

particular, so evident in itself; by the same way the mind proceeds to

BODY, SUBSTANCE, and at last to BEING, THING, and such universal terms,

which stand for any of our ideas whatsoever. 

Book IV (“Of Knowledge and Probability”), Chapter VII (“Of Maxims”):

"ABSTRACT IDEAS are not so obvious or easy to children or the yet unexercised mind as particular ones. If they seem so to grown men it is only because by constant and familiar use they are made so. For, when we nicely reflect upon them, we shall find that general ideas are fictions and contrivances of the mind, that carry difficulty with them, and do not so easily offer themselves as we are apt to imagine. For example, does it not require some pains and skill to form the general idea of a triangle (which is yet none of the most abstract, comprehensive, and difficult); for it must be neither oblique nor rectangle, neither equilateral, equicrural [= isosceles], nor scalenon, but ALL AND NONE of these at once? In effect, it is something imperfect that cannot exist, an idea wherein some parts of several different and INCONSISTENT ideas are put together. It is true the mind in this imperfect state has need of such ideas, and makes all the haste to them it can, for the CONVENIENCY OF COMMUNICATION AND ENLARGEMENT OF KNOWLEDGE, to both which it is naturally very much inclined. But yet one has reason to suspect such ideas are marks of our imperfection. At least this is enough to show that the most abstract and general ideas are not those that the mind is first and most easily acquainted with, nor such as its earliest knowledge is conversant about."--If any man has the faculty of framing in his mind such an idea of a triangle as is here described, it is in vain to pretend to dispute him out of it, nor would I go about it. All I desire is that the reader would fully and certainly inform himself whether he has such an idea or no. And this, methinks, can be no hard task for anyone to perform. What more easy than for anyone to look a little into his own thoughts, and there try whether he has, or can attain to have, an idea that shall correspond with the description that is here given of the general idea of a triangle, which is NEITHER OBLIQUE NOR RECTANGLE, EQUILATERAL, EQUICRURAL NOR SCALENON, BUT ALL AND NONE OF THESE AT ONCE?

And here is Berkeley’s objection to Locke’s theory (from the “Introduction” to A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge: 1710):
10. OBJECTIONS TO THE EXISTENCE OF ABSTRACT IDEAS.--Whether others have this wonderful faculty of ABSTRACTING THEIR IDEAS, they best can tell: for myself, I find indeed I have a faculty of imagining, or representing to myself, the ideas of those particular things I have perceived, and of variously compounding and dividing them. I can imagine a man with two heads, or the upper parts of a man joined to the body of a horse. I can consider the hand, the eye, the nose, each by itself abstracted or separated from the rest of the body. But then whatever hand or eye I imagine, it must have some particular shape and colour. Likewise the idea of man that I frame to myself must be either of a white, or a black, or a tawny, a straight, or a crooked, a tall, or a low, or a middle-sized man. I cannot by any effort of thought conceive the abstract idea above described. And it is equally impossible for me to form the abstract idea of motion distinct from the body moving, and which is neither swift nor slow, curvilinear nor rectilinear; and the like may be said of all other abstract general ideas whatsoever. To be plain, I own myself able to abstract IN ONE SENSE, as when I consider some particular parts or qualities separated from others, with which, though they are united in some object, yet it is possible they may really exist without them. But I deny that I can abstract from one another, or conceive separately, those qualities which it is impossible should exist so separated; or that I can frame a general notion, by abstracting from particulars in the manner aforesaid--which last are the two proper acceptations of ABSTRACTION. And there are grounds to think most men will acknowledge themselves to be in my case.
16. It seems therefore that, to be certain this proposition is universally true, we must either make a particular demonstration for every particular triangle, which is impossible, or once for all demonstrate it of the ABSTRACT IDEA OF A TRIANGLE, in which all the particulars do indifferently partake and by which they are all equally represented. To which I answer, that, though the idea I have in view whilst I make the demonstration be, for instance, that of an isosceles rectangular triangle whose sides are of a determinate length, I may nevertheless be certain it extends to all other rectilinear triangles, of what sort or bigness soever. And that because neither the right angle, nor the equality, nor determinate length of the sides are at all concerned in the demonstration. It is true the diagram I have in view includes all these particulars, but then there is not the least mention made of them in the proof of the proposition. It is not said the three angles are equal to two right ones, because one of them is a right angle, or because the sides comprehending it are of the same length. Which sufficiently shows that the right angle might have been oblique, and the sides unequal, and for all that the demonstration have held good. And for this reason it is that I conclude that to be true of any obliquangular or scalenon which I had demonstrated of a particular right--angled equicrural triangle, and not because I demonstrated the proposition of the abstract idea of a triangle And here it must be acknowledged that a man may consider a figure merely as triangular, without attending to the particular qualities of the angles, or relations of the sides. So far he may abstract; but this will never prove that he can frame an abstract, general, inconsistent idea of a triangle. In like manner we may consider Peter so far forth as man, or so far forth as animal without framing the fore-mentioned abstract idea, either of man or of animal, inasmuch as all that is perceived is not considered.
Berkeley’s alternative theory of concepts:
Locke was right to say that general terms refer to “general ideas” 

But Locke was wrong to say that general ideas are abstract.

Rather, general ideas are particular ideas, but regarded by the mind in a certain way:
an idea which, considered in itself, is particular, becomes general by being made to represent or stand for all other particular ideas of the SAME SORT. To make this plain by an example, suppose a geometrician is demonstrating the method of cutting a line in two equal parts. He draws, for instance, a black line of an inch in length: this, which in itself is a particular line, is nevertheless with regard to its signification general, since, as it is there used, it represents all particular lines whatsoever; so that what is demonstrated of it is demonstrated of all lines, or, in other words, of a line in general. And, as that particular line becomes general by being made a sign, so the name LINE, which taken absolutely is PARTICULAR, by being a sign is made GENERAL. And as the former owes its generality not to its being the sign of an abstract or general line, but of ALL PARTICULAR right lines that may possibly exist, so the latter must be thought to derive its generality from the same cause, namely, the VARIOUS PARTICULAR lines which it indifferently denotes” (Introduction, §12).
“And here it must be acknowledged that a man may consider a figure merely as triangular, without attending to the particular qualities of the angles, or relations of the sides. So far he may abstract; but this will never prove that he can frame an abstract, general, inconsistent idea of a triangle. In like manner we may consider Peter so far forth as man, or so far forth as animal without framing the fore-mentioned abstract idea, either of man or of animal, inasmuch as all that is perceived is not considered.” (Introduction, §16).
B. Implicit theses:

(Note that Locke really wasn’t even logically sophisticated enough to hold these views, since he seemed to think that any mental content was either true or false!)

1. All judgments have just one subject (i.e., the thing the judgment is about) and just one predicate (i.e., what one judges of the subject), where both subject and predicate are concepts, or ideas.

2. A judgment, i.e., a thought that is either true or false, is just a mental combination of two concepts, or ideas.  In a judgment, someone affirms (or denies) that all (or some) of the subject is contained in the predicate.

3. Words have meaning independently of their use in sentences.  That is, individual words (“names”, for Locke) are semantically prior to sentences.

