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THE NAME GAME
It’s a platitude nowadays to say that what makes us so special, what sets us apart from the animals, is the gift of language; but what exactly is this gift, and why should philosophers be so interested in it?  Well, I’d suggest that what makes language so very incredible is the little everyday things it does for us.  I could, if you were interested, describe the room where I’m writing now, I could inform you about a place you’ve never been and, when I’d finished, you’d know an awful lot about it.  You might also know, if I chose to tell you, how I feel about my room, what thoughts I’ve had when here, and what events have happened in this place in the past.  Language gives each and every one of us the kind of access to the world we could never get simply from our own direct experience of it, it allows us to act as a collective, somehow ‘taking us outside’ ourselves and putting our thoughts and feelings on a public footing.  How it does this remains, to a large extent, mysterious, but it is a mystery that philosophers can at least begin to circumscribe for us.

At one level, then, understanding language raises some of the most fundamental questions a philosopher can ask, questions like: ‘what is meaning?’, ‘how does a thing of one sort come to represent a thing of another sort?’, ‘how does thought relate to language - do we, for instance, think in a natural language (like English or French), or is there some more basic level, something which is structured like a language, but which appears only in the ‘writing of the mind’ as it were (this is roughly the ‘language of thought’ hypothesis, advocated by the contemporary American philosopher Jerry Fodor), or are our thoughts not at all like language, but more like images or pictures?’  As well as asking how language relates to us and to our thoughts, we might also wonder how language relates to the world.  For instance, can our language inform us about what objects there are in the world, or, to make an even stronger claim (familiar from the Continental Deconstructivists), does our language somehow play a part in constructing the world itself?  Is there, as Jacques Derrida has famously claimed, ‘nothing outside the text’?  These big questions are undoubtedly both engaging and daunting, and the philosopher struggling with them might expect to be lauded for their efforts by thinkers both inside and outside the subject.  

At another level, however, understanding language raises some questions which appear significantly less weighty than those above – indeed, sometimes they look frankly ridiculous.  For instance, we find philosophers of language debating such questions as ‘what is the meaning of the name ‘Hamlet’, given that Hamlet is a fictional character?’, ‘what is the difference in meaning, if any, between ‘some man is tall’ and ‘Blair is tall’?’, ‘how is it that when you say ‘I am happy’ you mean something different to what I mean when I utter those very same words, yet that I also know what the sentence ‘I am happy’ means, no matter who says it?’.  Finally, and most notoriously, we find them asking (over and over again) just what is the meaning of ‘the present King of France is bald’ (Bertrand Russell’s infamous example of a sentence containing a description which fails to pick out an actual object; at least if it’s used anytime after the French Revolution).  The philosopher who spends time thinking about these abstruse issues is, and quite rightly you might think, more likely to be the subject of opprobrium than praise.  But I want to try to convince you that this isn’t the case – that asking these kinds of questions, and thinking about object words in general, is a good thing to do.  

 ‘Object words’ (pretty obviously) are the words and phrases in any language which are used to talk about the objects we find in the world around us; these include names, definite and indefinite descriptions (‘the apple’ versus ‘an apple’), pronouns, so-called ‘demonstratives’ (like ‘this’ and ‘that’), and phrases like ‘all men’ or ‘most boys’.  These expressions are interesting for a number of reasons: first, they appear to be the point at which language comes closest to the world.  It is our ability to pick out objects which ties our language to the world and allows us to communicate about the environment we find ourselves in (no mean advantage, from an evolutionary point of view).  Second, they are the clearest example of the problems of representation and reference: how does an entity of one kind, a linguistic expression, come to represent, refer to or be about, an entity of another kind, an object?  Third, they are the most basic elements of a language, so are a necessary first step towards understanding language: recent evidence from cognitive science shows that the vast majority of words acquired pre- and during the so-called ‘vocabulary spurt’ (which happens roughly between 18-24 months of age) are object words.  Fourthly, as noted above, they might inform us about the kinds and numbers of things there are in the world.  For instance, say we hold that expressions of a certain kind, maybe proper names, are meaningful only if they attach to actual objects, then we can know that there is a given object in the world just in case our language contains a meaningful name for it (of course, this strategy only works if we have an independent way to establish whether or not a given expression is a meaningful name, but this is a task some philosophers have been willing to undertake).  To see all this then is just to see that asking about object words isn’t independent of asking the big questions which looked so enticing earlier, it’s simply a way of asking these questions, and a way of asking them which may prove a great deal more tractable than trying to think about the big issues directly.  The hope is that by focusing on a fragment of language, and trying to understand how that fragment works, we might ultimately shed light on the bigger picture.  It’s wrong, then, as people sometimes do, to point to discussions about the meaning of ‘the present King of France is bald’ as highlighting everything that is wrong and irrelevant about Western academic philosophy of the last century; on the contrary, I’d claim, it’s clear why such discussions should have a place at the centre of a thinking person’s concerns.


It seems, then, that the amount of attention devoted to object words in the philosophical literature is no mere historical accident: understanding these expressions is crucial to understanding our language and our grasp of the way in which we get in touch with, and say meaningful things about, the world around us. So, given that we do want an account of these expressions, what sort of account might we be able to give?  It seems we face two immediate possibilities:

i. an account which treats all object words as having the same kind of meaning.

ii. an account which treats some object words as having different kinds of meanings.

(i) is the most parsimonious kind of account: since names, descriptions, pronouns, etc., all group together as a single grammatical category (the grammatical category of ‘noun phrases’), and they all seem to play something of the same role in our language, the most explanatory and unifying account would be one which applied across the board to all such expressions.  However, many theorists think accounts like (i) are impossible: there is, they claim, a very great difference between sentences like ‘some boy is happy’, or ‘all girls are happy’, and sentences like ‘Hague is happy’.  The difference is that in the first two sentences we are not talking about specific objects at all – we are talking about the number, or quantity, of objects which possess certain properties (e.g. claiming that every object with the property of being a girl also has the property of being happy).  Whereas in the third sentence we are actually talking about a specific object, the referent of the name ‘Hague’.  So, they suggest, we should recognise a distinction between two different kinds of object words: so-called ‘quantified phrases’ (picking out quantities of objects via their properties) and referring terms.  This proposal leads to two further questions:

a. What is the correct kind of meaning analysis for each kind of expression?

b. Which object words belong to which category?

Answers on the table for (a) are many and varied.  For instance, concentrating just on referring terms, the Eighteenth century philosopher (and father of Utilitarianism) J.S. Mill, saw the meaning of a name as exhausted by the object it refers to.  This Millian approach to referring terms has resurfaced throughout the debate about object words, finding its contemporary supporters amongst advocates of the so-called ‘new theory of reference’ (like Saul Kripke and David Kaplan).  Alternatively, the Nineteenth century German logician (and father of predicate logic), Gottlob Frege, suggested the meaning of a name is made up of the object the name refers to, together with the sense, or mode of presentation, of that object.  This view, too, finds contemporary favour, e.g. in the work of Michael Dummett.  With respect to (b), historically the debate has focused on so-called ‘definite descriptions’, like ‘the Prime Minister’, which Frege treated as genuine referring terms, but which Russell argued belonged to the category of quantified phrases.  However, (b) has also emerged with respect to other expressions, like names (which W.V.O. Quine, amongst others, suggested were best treated as kinds of property expressions, rendering a name like ‘Pegasus’ as the quantified phrase ‘the thing which pegasizes’!), and, recently, so-called ‘complex demonstratives’ – like ‘that black cat’ – which seem to possess features of both referring terms and quantified phrases.  The correct answers to both (a) and (b) clearly, then, remain elusive, but I hope here to have done something to show that, when we abstract from the complexity of particular philosophical analyses of object words, it’s clear why grown men might think it’s valuable to think about object words (up to and including ‘the present King of France’!)
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