Philosophy of Language 

PHIL422


Dr. Kyburg
Office Hours:  T, R 12:35 – 1:10, W 1:50 – 2:50, and by appt. in Clow Faculty 421

Phone: 424-7310 (during office hours), 410-4577 (all other times, and for texts)

Email: kyburg@uwosh.edu  -- I will read your email within 48 (workday) hours.  Please use the phone for things that are time sensitive.

This course addresses philosophical questions such as: What is the relationship between thought and language?  What is the relationship between language and the world?  What makes a sequence of marks or noises meaningful and what makes it have the meaning it has?  How is it that the features of language, such as its arbitrariness, medium independence, productivity and abstractness give it the powers that it has?  Is meaning objective?  Can it truly be shared?  We shall read traditional readings in analytical philosophy from many different authors, including Russell, Grice, Wittgenstein, and Searle, as well as textbook chapters from Michael Devitt and Kim Sterelny in an effort to understand some of the answers that philosophers have come up with to these questions.  We will also consider some non-analytical answers to some of these questions.
Course Grade:  Class Participation (10%), Quizzes (20%), Exam1 (20%), Paper1 (20%), Exam2 or Paper2 (30%)

Class Participation helps to make for an engaging and interesting class.  Therefore I ask each of you to do your part.  Doing your part includes:  (1) attending class.  Students who tend to miss a lot of classes will not receive a high grade for participation (2) offering the class some of your thoughts pertaining to the readings and other people’s statements (3) being engaged, even if not talkative, and possibly (4) presenting some material, either your 2nd paper, review material, or other material of relevance to the class.  A presentation is optional, but can help raise your participation grade as well as your quiz grade.  (See below.)
There will be unannounced quizzes, as needed, (7 – 15 total during the semester) and an occasional written assignment which, together, will count for 20% of your grade.  Quizzes cannot be made up for any reason, including sports events, illness, and deaths in the family.  I am sometimes more flexible with written assignments.  While there are no guarantees, the chances are best that I’ll accept a tardy assignment if you approach me promptly with an honest explanation for its tardiness and if I have not yet graded the assignment.  To avoid penalizing people for circumstances beyond their control and for their participation in college sports, I shall drop the lowest two quiz / h.w. grades at the end of the semester.  A way to raise your quiz average is to give a class presentation, which replaces two low quiz grades with a grade for your presentation.  Presentations are subject to approval by professor based on appropriateness and room in the schedule.

For In-Class Exams I will give you a set of questions one week before the actual exam.  On the day of the exam I shall select several questions from the set for you to write on.  Do not gamble.  Prepare answers for all questions!  No notes are allowed.  Please note that some questions will require your own philosophical evaluation of an issue while others will require that you merely express in your own words material that we have covered in class. The first exam is required of all students.  Students will choose between a second exam on the last Tuesday of the course or a second paper.

Paper1 will count 20%.  All students will complete this first paper.  It will be a 3 to 5 page paper that addresses one of the readings from the first half of the course.  It will carefully summarize the material to be addressed in the paper, with quotations as appropriate (but not required), and then develop a critical thesis.  That is, the paper will offer a criticism (yours or someone else’s) of the work.  If it is someone else’s, you will also offer your own overall evaluation of the criticism.

Paper2 will count 30% for those who elect to it.  One can opt out of this paper by taking the second exam instead.  The paper is due on the last class of the semester (Thursday). This paper is to be between 5 and 8 pages, double-spaced, and should consist of a careful presentation of some philosophical thesis from the material of the second half of the course, one or two objections to it (either yours or someone else’s), and your own final analysis.  Those who opt to write this second paper will more than likely be asked to present it to the class.

Below is a list of readings, given in the order that we will be covering them in class.  Some are from a textbook:  Language and Reality, 2nd Edition, by Michael Devitt & Kim Sterelny.  Others are on E-Reserve.  Only the first two readings are handouts. If you miss class, you should contact someone to find out for certain what your assignment is.  The professor reserves the right to modify the reading list as we go along.

1.  Language, What is the problem?: Devitt & Sterelny (D&S), pp. 4-7, [Handout]
2.  Meaning as Truth Conditions:  D&S 2.1, 2.2, 2.5 [Handout]

3.  Russell’s Senses:  D&S: 3.1

4.  Searle on Sense: Searle [E-Reserve]; D&S 3.2

5.  D&S 3.3, Selections from Kripke’s Naming and Necessity  [E-Reserve] (optional)

6.  Causal Theory of Names:  D&S: Ch. 4, Lycan on Kripke [E-Reserve] (optional)

Exam

7.  Causal Theory of Natural Kinds:  D&S: Ch. 5

8.  Russell’s theory of definite descriptions: Lycan on  Russell [E-Reserve]

9.  Donnellan’s “Reference and Definite Descriptions”: [E-Reserve]

10. Grice, “Meaning” [E-Reserve]

11  Truth and Explanation, D&S Ch. 9

12. Wittgenstein, “Meaning as Use” [E-Reserve]
13. Linguistic Relativity, NeoKantianisn, and Structuralism: D&S Ch. 10,12,13

14. Vagueness:  Readings to be determined. (If time allows)

Exam

