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The Ideal Language Tradition

Past the Linguistic Turn

Frege

¥ we have started the tour with Frege and
the two projects that came into existence
with his work:

(1) The logical reconstruction as a means of
reductive analysis.

(2) The systematic and anti-psychologistic
study of meaning and truth.

Russell

¥ The Þrst project was further developed by
Russell and taken to new applications in
the logical reconstruction of about
everything.

¥ The second project was also carried
further in RussellÕs theory of descriptions.
As we have seen, both projects were all
the time and since Frege mutually
dependent on each other.

Carnap
¥ With Carnap the reduction project slowly

develops into the proposal-theory of
philosophy.

¥ Whereas the early Carnap seems to say that
philosophical statements are statements about
the syntax of the language (if meaningful at all),
the later Carnap seems to say that philosophical
ÒstatementsÓ are really proposals how to
develop and shape the syntax of our language.

Different Carnaps

¥ Of course, there is no sharp boundary
between these two projects and it seems
more as if Carnap had in later years just
changed the emphasis of his project
(rather than that there really were two
clearly separable projects).

¥ If any demarcation need be drawn, we
could draw it with ÔTestability and
MeaningÕ

Relevance & Feasibility

¥ The problems of the proposal theory that
we have then turned to were on the one
hand concerned with the relevance of
any proposal in CarnapÕs sense. Strawson,
but also Quine, seem to be questioning
the signiÞcance of a proposal that does
not claim a translation of our ordinary
discourse.
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Relevance & Feasibility
Ð In addition two problems came up, both closely

connected with the new developed theories of
meaning that were the foundation of the whole
project.

Ð The analytic/synthetic divide seemed not to be
explicable in a satisfying way and thus seemed to be
a distinction with no di! erence.

Ð The analytic/necessity identiÞcation that was
supposed to replace much of epistemology and all
of metaphysics seemed untenable in the light of the
exact same theory that was supposed to solve the
problem of meaning.

Cognitive Turn?

¥ As we have seen, this lead to the
cognitive turn in modern analytic
philosophy.

¥ After the cognitive turn philosophers
would not anymore claim that philosophy
is only about language, or that
philosophical problems are mere
problems of language.

What survives?

¥ However, conceptual analysis and
explication are still at the heart of analytic
philosophy and the tools developed by
the linguistic-turn-philosophers are still of
use in this new enterprise.

¥ Even if we cannot solve the initial
philosophical problem by mere reßection
on language, reßection on language
helps us to understand what the initial
philosophical problem is a problem of.

What survives?
Ð FregeÕs metaphor of the use of ideal languages as a

microscope is still valid.
Ð So is CarnapÕs insight that the earlier philosophical

ÒproblemsÓ were hopelessly imprecise before their
reconstruction in logical (regimented) terms.

Ð The ideal language tradition and its achievements
was a true step forward towards the solution of
philosophical puzzles (even though they often erred
in thinking that the solution would be achievable in
all cases by reßection on language alone).

Williamson
Ð In order to give an adequately reflective answer

to a simple, non-technical, non-
metarepresentational question, we were forced to
adjudicate between complex, technical,
metarepresentational theories. This phenomenon
seems to have been overlooked by those who
complain about the ÔaridÕ technical minuteness of
much philosophy in the analytic tradition. A
question may be easy to ask but hard to answer.
Even if it is posed in dramatic and accessible
terms, that does not entail that the reflections
needed to select between rival answers are
equally dramatic and accessible.

Williamson
Ð The rise of modern logic from Frege onwards has

provided philosophers with conceptual
instruments of unprecedented power and
precision, enabling them to formulate hypotheses
with more clarity and to determine their
consequences with more reliability than ever
before. RussellÕs theory of descriptions showed
vividly how differences between the surface form
of a sentence and its underlying logical form
might mislead us as to its logical relations and
thereby create philosophical illusions.
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Williamson

ÐThe development of formal model-
theoretic truth-conditional semantics by
Tarski and others has provided a rigorous
framework for thinking about the validity of
our inferences. These theoretical
advances have enormous intellectual
interest in their own right.

Williamson
Ð Some contemporary metaphysicians appear to

believe that they can safely ignore formal
semantics and the philosophy of language
because their interest is in a largely extra-mental
reality. They resemble an astronomer who thinks
that he can safely ignore the physics of
telescopes because his interest is in the extra-
terrestrial universe. In delicate matters, his
attitude makes him all the more likely to project
features of his telescope confusedly onto the
stars beyond.

Williamson
Ð Similarly, the metaphysicians who most disdain

language are the most likely to be its victims.
Again, those who neglect logic in order to deduce
their philosophy from natural science make
frequent logical errors in their deductions; their
philosophical conclusions are not logical
consequences of their scientific premises.
Analytic philosophy at its best uses logical rigour
and semantic sophistication to achieve a
sharpness of philosophical vision unobtainable by
other means. To sacrifice those gains would be
to choose blurred vision. Fortunately, good vision
is not restricted to looking at eyes.


