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Abstract: 

Interface with students while teaching Philosophy of Language 

reveals preponderanceof questions raised to challenge one to show 

cause for philosophy’s concern with language. This is borne out of 

curiosity to understand and know the constituents of philosophy of 

language. As a response to the students, one general remark that 

their questions elicit is that in philosophy, the very first step to 

aquiring knowledge is in raising the “what,” “how,” “why,” 

questions. In this regard, the students’ inquisitive mind is not out 

of place. But the general remark as noted above is not enoughto 

assuage the curiosity of the students. Hence, this study is an effort 

to expose in details, reasons why philosophy should be concerned 

with language. And part of these reasons range from the use to 

which the different areas of study in philosophy deploy language to 

their studies, to the very fact that language is the basic tool 

through which philosophy engages in all of its investigations. All 

these put together including the fact that conceptual analysis as 

seen as an essential issue in philosophy, therefore drives the study 

to reaching the conclusion that providing an adequate analysis of 

the basic concepts we use in thinking about language is also part of 

the concerns of philosphy.  
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Introduction  

Most problems of philosophy have broad relevance to human concerns. 

And these problems are so complex in nature that they are in much 

respect, perennially present. Though with time, they yield in part to 

philosophical inquiry, but may need to be rethought by each age in the 

light of broader scientific knowledge and deepened ethical and religious 

experience. Following this, proper answers are provided by more refined 

and rigorous methods. In relation to this, our approach to the study of 

philosophy is in the hope to understand the best of what it affords. Hence, 

we look for both fundamental issues and contemporary achievements.  

Corallary to this, the study exhibits the trust of the relationship between 

philosophy and language as they stand at the present state of 

philosophical history. This is necessary, because certain fields are likely to 

be represented in most introductory courses in philosophy. But university 

lectures differ widely in emphasis, in method of instruction, and in rate of 

progress. Every instructor needs freedom to change his course as his own 

philosophical interests, the size and composition of his class, and the 

needs of his students which vary from year to year. It is pursuant to these 

ideals that prompts this study with its flexibility under a specific outline.  

Though the philosophy of language might reasonably be thought of as 

comprising anything that philosphers do when they think about language, 

this study is no such a heterogeneous activity. Instead, it is an attempt to 

make clear the relating string between philosophy and language. This is 

contrary to approaching philosophy of language as one of the forms of the 

world doctrine, or as an attempt to provide an over-all synthesis of 

conclusions about language, arrived at in the various social sciences. The 

study proceeds primarily by discussing this relationship according to the 

lights of an instructor, rather than by enumerating and classifying 

alternative positions, though this is with the view that the discussion 

maintains contact with many of the significant ideas to be found in any 

philosophy of language literature.  
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Sources of Pholosophy’s Concern with Language 

The philosophy of language is less well-defined and does not have a 

marked principle of unity observed with in respect of the other branches 

of philosophy. The considerations concerning language that are typically 

dealth with by philosophers constitute a loosely knit collection. For this, it 

becomes difficult to locate any clear criterion separating it from problems 

concerning language dealth with by grammarians, psychologists, and 

anthropologists. However, we can get the idea of the range of this 

collection by taking cognisance of various points within philosophy at 

which a concern with language emerges. And we will consider this 

through the ways in which problems concerning language arise in the 

various branches of philosophy.  

 

Epistemology 

This is an area of study in philosophy which studies knowledge. 

Epistemology becomes concerned with language at different points of its 

activity especially the challenge of a priori knowledge. We encounter “a 

priori” knowledge when we know something to be the case without this 

knowledge being grounded on experience (Alston 4).  

This sort of knowledge is derived mainly from mathematics and perhaps 

some other areas as well. The acquisition of this sort of knowledge is 

usually puzzling to philosophers. They seem to always ask the question 

“on what grounds are we able to know with certainty, apart from 

observation, measurement, etc, that the angle of a Euclidian triangle all 

together equall 180 degrees, and that 8 plus 7 always and invariably 

equals 15”?  

“How can we be sure that no experience will ever falsify these 

convictions”? (Leonard 227). The answer that is mostly offered at such 

cases is that what we are asserting is true by definition, or true by virtue of 

the meanings of the terms involved. In that case,it is part of what we mean 

by ‘8,’ ‘7,’ ‘15,’ ‘plus,’ and ‘equals,’ that 8 plus 7 equals 15; and to deny this 
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assertion seriously would involve changing the meaning of one or more of 

these terms.  

How adequate is this account of apriori knowledge? This has remained as 

it is a contentious issue in philosophy. But whether the justification for 

this form of experience is sufficient or not, it inevitably leads us into 

questions concerning what it is for a term to have a certain meaning and 

how a statement can be true by reason of the fact that certain terms have 

the meaning they do. At this point therefore, epistemology thus requires 

the services of language (meaning) to cause us have better understanding.  

 

Metaphysics 

This is one area of study in philosophy concerned with attempts to 

formulate the most general and basic entity about the world. Included 

here also is enumerating the most basic categories to which entities belong 

and of course, their interrelatedness. To be able to put forth their theses, 

some philosophers have tried to expose these pervasive fundamental facts 

by considering the special features of the language we use in talking about 

the world. For instance, in book X of the Republic, we see Plato saying, 

“Whenever a number of individuals have a common name, we assume 

them to have a corresponding idea or form.” (596). To unravel the cryptic 

remark, Plato draws our attention to a pervasive feature of language, that 

a given common noun or adjective, for example, ‘tree’ or ‘sharp’, can be 

truly applied in the same sense to a large number of different individual 

things. His position is that this is possible only if there exists some one 

entity named by the general term in question – treeness, sharpness – of 

which each of the individuals partake. If this were not the case, it would 

be impossible for the general form to be applied in the same sense to a 

number of different individuals.  

 Similarly, Aristotle in his Metaphysics argues as follows;  

And so one might even raise the question whether the word ‘to 

walk,’ ‘to be healthy,’ ‘to sit,’ imply that each of these things is 

existent, and similarly in other cases of this sort, for none of them 
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is either self-subsistent or capable of being separated from 

substance, but rather,if anything, it is that which walks or sits or 

is healthy that is an existent thing. Now these are seen to be more 

real because there is something definite which underlies them (i.e., 

the substance or individual) which is implied such a predicate, for 

we never use the word ‘good’ or ‘sitting’ without implying this. 

(Book Zeta, Chapter 1).  

In the preceding passage above, Aristotle begins from the fact that we do 

not use verbs except in connection with subjects, that we do not go around 

saying ‘sits’, ‘walks,’ etc, but rather, ‘He is sitting,’ or ‘She is walking’. 

From this fact he concludes that substances, “things,” have an 

independent kind of existence in a way that actions do not, that 

substances are more fundamental ontologically than actions.  

A more recent example can be found in the work of the late nineteenth 

century German philosopher, Meinong, who began with the assumption 

that every meaningful expression in a sentence (at least any meaningful 

expression that has the function of referring to something) must have a 

referent; otherwise, there would be nothing for it to mean. To this effect, 

when we have an obviously meaningful expression that referes to nothing 

in the real world, for example, ‘foundation of knowledge,’ in the sentence, 

‘Preye is in search for the foundation of knowledge,’ we must suppose 

that it refers to a “subsistent” entity, which does not exist but has some 

other mode of being. This doctrine including Platos’s position as seen 

above is based on the theory of meaning and reference in language. 

The assumption behind these patterns of metaphysical argumentation has 

been made quite explicit in the twentieth century philosophical movement 

known as logical atomism. The most distinguished exponents of atomism 

are Bertrand Russell and Ludwig Wittgenstein (in his earlier period). 

Russell makes the point explicit in his series of articles titled, “The 

Philosophy of Logical Atomism.”According to him;  

… in a logically correct symbolism there will always be a 

certain fundamental identity of structure between a fact 
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and the symbol for it; and … the complexity of the symbol 

corresponds very closely with the complexity of the facts 

symbolized by it. (Marsh 207).  

One significant outcome of the above assumption is that the identity of 

structure as observed is postulated to hold not between any existing 

language and the basic metaphysical structure of the world, but only 

between a “logically perfect language” and the metaphysical structure. 

The assumption is that when we have devised such a language, or have 

aquired at least a sketchy idea of what such a language would be like, we 

will then be able to draw various conclusions concerning the types of facts 

of which reality is made and the structure of each of these facts. We will 

ascertain what different  types of sentences we have in that language for 

asserting facts, for example, simple subject – predicate sentences like ‘This 

book is heavy’ and existential sentences like ‘There is a cat on the porch’; 

and we will see how these various types of sentences are logically related. 

This will tell us what the basic sorts of facts are of which reality is made 

and how facts of these various sorts are interrelated.  

 

Logic 

Another area of study in philosophy in which concern with language is 

glaring is Logic. Logic is the study of correct reasoning. Logic studies 

inference which precisely is the attempt to devise criteria for separating 

valid from invalid inferences. The activity of reasoning depends on 

language just as the analysis of inferences is carried on based on the 

analyses of the statements that figure as premises and conclusions. The 

study of logic reveals the fact that the validity or invalidity of an inference 

depends on the forms of the statements that make up the premises and 

conclusion, where by ‘form’ is meant the kinds of terms the statements 

contain and the way in which these terms are combined in the statement. 

Thus, of two inferences that superficially look very much alike, one may 

be valid and the other invalid because of a difference in the form of one or 

more of the statements involved.  
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Consider the following pair of inferences.  

1. Timipre Siriake sells insurance in my town.Timipre Siriake belongs 

to Rhema Baptist Church. Therefore, Timipre Siriake both sells 

insurance in my town and belongs to the Rhema Baptist Church.  

2. Someone sells insurance in my town. Someone belongs to Rhema 

Baptist Church. Therefore, someone both sells insurance in my 

town and belongs to the Rhema Baptist Church. 

No.1 is clearly a valid argument, and 2 is clearly invalid. Given the 

facts that someone sells insurance in this town and that someone 

belongs to the Rhema Baptist Church, it does not at all follow that 

there is anyone of whom both these things are true. Since one of these 

arguments is valid and the other invalid, it must be that despite 

superficial grammatical similarities, a sentence like (a) ‘Timipre Siriake 

sells insurance in my town’ is of a very different logical form from a 

sentence like (b) ‘someone sells insurance in my town’  

There are other indications of this. Sentence b is equivalent to ‘there is 

someone who sells insurance in my town’ and to ‘the class of persons 

who sell insurance in my town is not empty,’ but we can find no such 

equivalents for sentence c. When the premises and conclusion of 

inference 2 are put into one of these forms, the argument loses its 

superficial resemblance to inference 1 and does not look valid at all.  

3. There is someone who sells insurance in my town. There is 

someone who belongs to the Rhema Baptist Church. Therefore, 

there is someone who both sells insurance in my town and belongs 

to the Rhema Bpatist Church.  

It is clear from these examples that an important part of logic consists 

in a classification of statements in terms of their “logical” from (that is, 

aspects of form that are relevant to the evaluation of inference). And 

this classification in turn requires a classification of the types of terms 

that enter into statements, for a difference in form quite often rests 

upon a difference in the types of terms involved. In the preceding 

examples, the difference in logical form between sentences a and b 
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rests upon a fundamental difference between a proper name like 

‘Timipre Siriake,’ which has the function of picking out a particular 

individual, and a locution like ‘someone,’ which has a different 

function.  

 

Refrom of language  

Outside the problems of one or another branch of philosophy with 

language, there are also philosophical motives for concern with language 

which have to do with kinds of activity into which philosophers are 

typically led in many branches of the subject. One of these is the reform of 

language. Thinkers in many fields are given to complaining about the 

deficiencies of language, but philosophers have been more preoccupied 

with this sort of problem than most of these other fields, and for good 

reason. Philosophy is a much more purely verbal activity than is a science 

that collects facts about chemical reactions, social structures, or rock 

formations. Verbal discussion is the philosopher’s laboratory, in which he 

puts his ideas to the test. It is not surprising that the philosopher should 

be especially sensitive to flaws in his major instrument. Philosophical 

complaints about language have taken many forms. There are 

philosophers of mystical intuition, such as Plotinus and Bergson, who 

regard language as such to be unsuitable for the formulation of 

fundamental truth. From this standpoint, one can really apprehend truth 

only by some wordless union with reality.This is the fact that linguistic 

formulations give us at best only more or less distorted perspectives 

(Alston 5). But more often philosophers have not been willing to adjure 

talking, even in theory. Complaints have usually been leveled against 

some current state or condition of language, and the implication is that 

stepscould be taken to remedy this condition. These philosophers can 

usefully be divided into two groups. There are those who hold that 

“ordinary language” the language of everyday discourse, is perfectly 

suitable for philosophical purposes, and that the mischief lies in deviating 

from ordinary language without really providing any way of attaching 
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sense to the deviation. We find examples of this sort of complaints here 

and there in the history of philosophy, for example, in Locke’s complaints 

against scholastic jargon; however, it is in our own day that such 

complaints have become the basis of a philosophical movement “ordinary 

language philosophyer”.  

In its strongest form, as we find it in the later work of Ludwig 

Wittgenstein,  it maintain that all, or at least most of the problems of 

philosophy stem from the fact that philosophers have misuses certain 

crucial terms, such as “know”; ‘see;’ ‘free;’ ‘true;’ and ‘reason’. It is 

because philosophers have departed from the ordinary use (s) of this term 

without putting anything intelligible in their place that they have fallen 

into insoluble puzzles over whether we can know what other people are 

thinking or feeling, whether we ever really directly see any physical 

object, whether anyone ever acts freely, and whether we ever have any 

reason to suppose that things will happen in one way rather than other in 

the future. According to Wittgenstein, the role of the philosopher who has 

seen this point is that of a therapist; his job is to remove the “conceptual 

cramps” into which we have fallen (Skinner 210).  

There are also those who hold, by constrast, that the trouble comes from 

the fact that ordinary language itself is inadequate for philosophical 

purposes, by reason of its vagueness, inexplicitness, ambiguity, context-

dependence, and misleadingness. These philosophers such as Leibniz, 

Russell, and Carnap, see as their task the construction of an artificial 

language, or at least adumbration of such a language, in which these 

defects will be remedied. This position is sometimes enlivened by the 

conviction that from the structure of such a language one can read off 

basic facts about the metaphysical structure of reality (Feyerabend 57). 

For this study, the main interest of these complaints and schemes for 

reform lies in the way in which general conceptions of language and 

meaning are involved them. Even the mystical position presupposes some 

notion of the nature of language; otherwise one could have no basis for 

holding language, as such to be incapable of serving as an adequate 
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formulation of truth. The other position necessarily involves more positive 

conceptions of the condition under which language is meaningful and is 

performing its function adequately, therefore the verifiability criterion of 

meaningfulness. 

 

Philosophy as Analysis 

The expression here concerns the notion that the primary, if not the whole, 

job of philosopher is conceptual analysis. The analysis of basic concepts 

has always been a major concern of philosophers. In the dialogues of 

Plato, Socrates is represented as spending a great deal of his time asking 

questions like “What is Justice?” and “What is Knowledge?” Aristotle’s 

works are in large part, concerned with attempts to arrive at adequate 

difinitions of terms like ‘cause,’ ‘good,’ ‘motion,’ and ‘know’. 

Traditionally, it has been felt that however important this activity was, it 

was still preliminary to the ultimate tasks of the philosopher – those of 

arriving at an adequate conception of the basic structure of the world and 

an adequate set of standards for human conduct and social organisation. 

But in our time there has been a growing conviction that the method used 

in philosophy, which may be briefly defined as armchair reflection 

unsupplemented by special observation or experimentation, does not 

really suffice to yield any substantive conclusions concerning the nature of 

the world or the conditions under which life is lived well or ill, and that 

what it is fitted to produce is clarity and explicitness with respect to the 

basic concepts in terms of which we think about the world and human life 

(Urban 98). 

This massive shift in the centre of gravity of philosophical activity is of 

particular relevance to the philosophy of language because of an 

accompanying shift in the conception of conceptual analysis itself. There 

are three importantly different ways of formulating a problem in 

analytical philosophy, whether we are dealing with causation, truth, 

knowledge or moral obligation. To take the problem of knowledge as our 

model, we can say that 1. we are investigating the nature of knowledge, 2. 
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we are analyzing the concept of knowledge, or 3. we are trying to make 

explicit what one is saying when he says that he know something to be the 

case. 1 and 2 are likely to be misleading methodologically. We suggest 

falsely, that the task is one of locating and inspecting some entity called 

knowledge,’ an entity that exists and is what it is independent of our 

thought or discourse. Unfortunately, no one has ever provided an 

acceptable technique for locating and examing such entities. 2 is apt to be 

misleading unless it is recognised to be simply an alternative form of 3, for 

it suggests that the task is one of introspectively scrutinising something 

called a concept and discovering the parts of which it consists and the way 

they are put together. Again it does not seem to be possible to develop an 

objective technique for doing any such thing. The realisation has grown 

that if when a philosopher dealing with  knowledge formulates his 

problem as 1 or 2, what he really does, insofar as his results have any 

value, is to reflect on various features of the use of ‘know’ and its cognates 

(Henle 209). 

Thus to the extent that philosophy consists of conceptual analysis, it is 

always concerned with language. And if it is either all or large part of the 

philosophers’s business to bring out features of the use or meaning of 

various words and forms of statement, it is essential for him to proceed on 

the basis of some general conception of the nature of linguistic use and 

meaning. This becomes especially important when analytical philosophers 

become involved in persistent disputes over what a given word means, or 

over whether two expressions or forms of expression have the same or 

different meaning. There are serious disagreements in analytical 

philosophy over whether ‘I know that P’ means the same as ‘I believe that 

P,’ I have adequate grounds for this belief, and P is the case,’  whether ‘ A 

is the cause of B’ means simply A and B are, infacts, regularly conjoined; 

whether ‘feels sad’ means the same in ‘I feel sad’ and ‘He fells sad;’ and 

whether any theoretical statement in science can have the same meaning 

as some combination of reports of observation (Linski 89). When such 

disputes are not settled by our intutive sense of what linguistic 
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expressions mean, the philosopher is forced to develop some explicit 

theory of what it is for a linguistic expression to have a certain meaning 

and of the conditions under which two expressions will have the same 

meaning. Thus, insofar as philosophy is thought of primarily as 

conceptual analysis, the philosophy of language occupies a central 

position in the theory of philosophical method. 

 

Problems of Phylosophy of Language 

Having seen some of the points raised in the central portion of philosophy 

of which one of naturally led to an explicit consideration of problems 

concerning language, we proceed to a brief preliminary survey of these 

problems. As observed earlier, it would be unrealistic to expect a tight 

unity in this subject. But if we can agree to regard conceptual analysis as 

the heart of philosophy, we can give pride of place among these problems 

to the task of providing an adequate analysis of the basic concept we use 

in thinking about language. Although there is no reason why a 

philosopher should not put his analytical tools to work on any of the basic 

concepts dealing with language, the tendency have been to concentrate on 

semantic concepts, for example, the concepts of linguistic meaning and its 

cognates, sameness of meaning, meaningfulness, etc. This has been partly 

because many of the philosophical concerns enumerated in the preceding 

sections of  the study naturally lead one to raise questions about the 

nature of meaning, and partly because the fact that a given word has a 

certain meaning is apt to appear mysterious in the way that often gives 

rise to philosophical reflection (Black 62). 

 

Conclusion 

It would be misleading to suggest that the philosophy of language, even 

as practiced by analytical philosophers, is restricted to conceptual 

analysis, to clarifying the basic concepts dealing with language. There are 

a number of other tasks which philosophers typically set for themselves. 

There is the classification of linguistic acts, of “uses” or “functions” of 
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language, of types of vagueness, of types of terms, of various sorts of 

metaphor. There are discussions of the role of metaphor in extending 

language; and culture, and of the peculiarities of poetic, religious, and 

moral discourse. 

Proposals are made for constructing artificial languages for various 

purposes. There are detailed investigations of the peculiarities of 

particular sorts of expressions, such as proper names and plural referring 

expressions, and particular grammatical forms, such as the subject-

predicate form. Some of these problems lie in the borderland between 

philosophy and more special disciplines, and all of them might be dealt 

with in one or another of these disciplines. In this regard, physchology 

might take on the job of distinguishing between different sorts of 

linguistic behaviour, and descriptive linguistics could be expected to 

provide classification of types of expressions. But if these problems belong 

in principle to the more special disciplines, they belong to their 

foundations; and philosophy has traditionally had much traffic with high 

level problems in the sciences, especially when these sciences are in early 

stages for construction. 

The scope of this study is undertaken from certain philosophical 

determination – that roughly indicated by the term “analytical 

philosophy”. There is a great deal of philosophizing about language that 

is carried on from very different standpoints, and there the problems take 

on quite different shapes. 
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