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Chapter 4   

Language and Meaning 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
“The limits of my language are the limits of my world...”   
(L. Wittgenstein) 
 
“We can only talk about what we say there is.”  (W.V.O. 
Quine) 
 
“It is not so much what happens that upsets us, but 
what we make it mean.” (Epictetus) 
 
“The linguisticality of our experience of the world is 
prior to everything that is known as an entity and is 
spoken of.”… “What language is, is the most hidden of 
anything that humans can contemplate.” … “All 
understanding is interpretation, and all interpretation 
takes place in the medium of a language”... ”language is 
realized not in statements but as conversation.” (H.G. 
Gadamer) 
 
Hermeneutics has the task of…making each dasein 
(human being)…accessible to…itself...the possibility to 
become and be for itself understandingly. (M. 
Heidegger) 
 
“There is no thought without language.”  Donald 
Davidson 
 
In this chapter we will briefly discuss language 
and meaning which are the conditions for and are 
presupposed in everything we think, say, or do.  
These are meta level or reflective issues that are 
crucial to our understanding of what it is to be 
beings that live in our meanings.  It will also give  

us a better context for the more practical and 
narrow range of skills we will then discuss and 
practice.   

We do many things with language: we convey 
factual information, describe things or places, 
make promises, express emotions such as love, 
humor, rage, respect or contempt, release 
tension, make accusations, tell stories, make 
jokes, persuade, condemn, make plans or 
strategies, accomplish tasks, etc..   We grasp 
and express what matters to us through 
language.  The better we are with language, the 
better we can accomplish the tremendously 
varied goals and purposes we have that are 
carried out through language. 

Among the uses of language the one we will 
focus on in this chapter for critical thinking is the 
ability to be clear and precise when it matters.  
Clarity and precision are often crucial to our 
goals.  The skills of clarification are crucial to 
effective communication. However, clarity of 
meaning in language does not automatically take 
care of itself.  We need to develop the skills of 
recognizing insufficient clarity and be able to 
provide the clarity necessary to each situation.  

 
 

I. META LEVEL ISSUES: LANGUAGE, INTERPRETATION, AND MEANING  
 
A. LANGUAGE, THOUGHT, AND MEANING:  
Communication can be seen as a broader idea 
than language if we think of language in the 
usual way that the science of linguistics studies 
language as a phenomenon.  Many species of 
animals including humans communicate.  But 
animals do not use abstract concepts or 
meanings and grammar the way humans do.  
Humans also communicate without using explicit 
language, for example, in showing signs of pain, 
frustration, or affection with or without intending 
to communicate these.  But the larger context in 
which these are meaningful depends upon the 
abstract reflective and interpretive capacity 
humans have that is inseparable from what we 
call language.  To think of humans without 
language is to not be thinking of humans.  
Human life as we know it is unintelligible and 
unimaginable apart from language use.  Our 

ability to survive and flourish, our social 
organization and institutions, the development of 
religion, morality, art, science, technology, 
commerce, the ability to develop a personal and 
social identity, to reflect upon ourselves and the 
universe and to wonder and hypothesize about 
these are all inseparable from language.   
 There is an integral relation between 
language and thought.  The idea once held by 
earlier thinkers that language and thought are 
distinct is no longer tenable.  An example of this 
outmoded way of thinking is the idea that thinking 
is strictly private to individuals and language is a 
public expression of this.  When this division is 
made, however, it requires some intermediary 
between thoughts and words or language.  
Something is needed to explain how private 
thoughts can be sufficiently represented in a 
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public language such that they are adequately 
conveyed to the subjective private thoughts of 
other people.  All attempts to provide a coherent 
theoretical account of how this is possible have 
led to insurmountable contradictions, thus casting 
doubt on the way the original distinction between 
thought and language was made to begin with.  
This has led to the idea that meaningful thought 
is impossible without language and that meaning 
is not something in our minds, something merely 
subjective and psychological, nor is it something 
independent of us, such as Platonic Forms, 
Aristotelian essences, Cartesean-Lockean ideas,  
etc..1

Until about two hundred years ago, it was still 
believed by philosophers that meaning existed 
independently of language, that language was a 
medium for transmitting meaning and that the 
basic unit of meaning was the concept (Plato 
through Descartes and Locke).  More recently, 
the basic unit of meaning was taken to be the 
proposition, usually represented in declarative 
sentences, and concepts were seen to have 
meaning only in the context of propositions 
(Frege).  Subsequently, however, even this idea 
was found to be untenable and many, if not all 
philosophers of language would now say that the 
basic unit of meaning is an entire language.  
Human discourse only has meaning in this larger 
context.  Ludwig Wittgenstein, who was a great 
influence on this development, argued that we 
cannot make sense of a language apart from 
what people do, including what they do with 
words, which itself is intelligible only in the 
context of an entire way of life.  Language is 
utterly social.   Even though it is not understood 
how language emerged or how it is possible for 
there to be language and meaning, we can 
nonetheless reflect on language and meaning 
and say a great deal that is intelligible, insightful, 
and useful about these.   

    

Language and meaning are inseparable 
notions.   They arise in a public objective context 
without which self-awareness and recognition of 
subjectivity is not possible (see Appendix, 
Concepts and Intelligibility and Philosophical 
Hermeneutics).  This is not a denial of 
consciousness without language.  It is a denial of 
meaningful thought without language, 
particularly, use of concepts and formulations of 
propositions or claims that have truth value.  It is 

                                                 
1See Appendix II: Concept from Plato to Wittgenstein. 

beyond our purpose here to delve further into 
these issues than simply recognizing that 
language, thought, and meaning cannot be made 
sense of apart. 
 Language and logic are also inseparable.  
Both depend upon distinction making, logically 
expressed as “A is A,” or the law of identity.  
Without identity, it would be impossible to 
distinguish anything.  Without distinction, no 
thought or sentence could be formed, and 
therefore nothing could be true or false.  
Language would be impossible.  Propositions and 
the sentences that express them depend upon 
identity and the law of non-contradiction (not both 
A & not-A) in order to have truth value.  Truth-
value means that we can tell what it would be for 
the claim in a declarative sentence to be true or 
false.  Without identity and non-contradiction, 
making any judgments and decisions would be 
impossible.   

Linguistic communication depends upon 
thought and thought depends upon making 
distinctions.  Distinctions depend upon identity, 
that something is recognizable or intelligible in at 
least some minimal way.  Something is either A 
or not A (law of excluded middle) and not both 
(the law of non contradiction).  Therefore, without 
the laws of identity, excluded middle, and non-
contradiction, thought and communication would 
be impossible.  It is impossible to deny or even 
argue about the law of non-contradiction without 
using this very law and the law of identity it 
presupposes.  It would be a mistake, however, to 
think that the world is captured by or can be 
reduced to these laws.  These laws are derived 
from the orderliness inherent in thought and 
experience.  But thought and experience do not 
reduce to these laws.  What we call “the world” is 
always meaningful-intelligible and meaning is 
always inseparable from language.  Meaning and 
language are fundamentally interpretive.  To 
interpret means to give meaning to.  There is a 
world.  But it is always interpreted via language, 
thought and need which are reflexively 
presupposed in any interpretation.  Any identity 
already carries with it some of the conditions of 
interpretation and meaningfulness.  We can 
never intelligibly talk about the “world-in-itself” or 
“facts-in-themselves.”  Facts are always 
interpreted.  A fact is best seen as the result of 
the best reasoning and evidence available at a 
given time and is our only approach to what we 
call truth.  Objectivity cannot mean some utterly 
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independent point of view.  Objectivity can only 
mean the ability to patiently set aside those 
things that would interfere with well-
reasonedness. (See Chapter 1 on well-
reasonedness and mastered irony.)    
 Language is a system of signs.  Signs are 
overt spoken, written, or gestured ways of 
communicating within a system of signs.  These 
signs are intentional and point beyond 
themselves.  Signs point beyond themselves to 
things that already depend upon an established 
system of signs.  Language is a system of signs 
in which things which can be referred to by 
means of signs can be made sense of.   The 
attempt to make sense of signs by means of 
signs themselves is a reflexive problem that is 
not easy to see or deal with effectively and has 
been an area of intense investigation by 
philosophers and others, especially in the last 
100 years or so.   
 Symbols are a special kind of sign.  They 
are signs that stand for or suggest something 
else by reason of relationship, association, or 
convention.  (The lion is a symbol of courage, the 
American flag is a symbol of freedom, and the 
cross is a symbol of hope for redemption.  In 
contrast, smoke is a sign of fire, yellow eyes are 
a sign of jaundice, wit is a sign of intelligence, 
etc.)  Symbols are never wholly arbitrary because 
there is a natural bond between the sign and its 
meaning, for example, the symbol of justice, a 
pair of scales, could not be replaced by just any 
other symbol, such as a chariot.  The Christian 
cross, as a symbol of hope for redemption, could 
not be replaced by just any sign, similarly with the 
Star of David or any other true symbol. (A true 
symbol was just explained at the beginning of this 
paragraph).  In contrast with signs that are 
symbols and are not wholly arbitrary, signs that  
 

are concept words and not symbols, such as tree  
or dog, have no natural connection with what they 
refer to and could be replaced, in others words 
they are purely arbitrary.  The differences in 
natural languages indicate this.  For example, 
“chien” in French, “perro” in Spanish, or “hund” in 
German all have the same significance as “dog” 
in English.  The sign is not naturally tied to its 
significance, even though in our habit of use we 
strongly associate the meaning with the sign. 
 Concept words are signs that stand for 
meaningful things we can refer to that have some 
distinguishing features in common, such as 
“apple,” “chair,” “justice,” or “honor”.   We are 
able to recognize what an apple has in common 
with other apples, what a chair has in common 
with other chairs, what instances of justice have 
in common with other instances of justice and 
similarly with honor, though none of this is 
perfectly clear and any concept has “fuzzy” 
edges.  Our job as critical thinkers is to make 
those edges fine enough for the concepts to do 
the job we need them to do.  Concept words 
stand for concepts.  Concepts are intended to 
have literal meaning, meaning that simply picks 
out and distinguishes the thing or things being 
referred to, whether it is a physical object, such 
as a house, or an abstract notion, such as 
justice.  When we have difficulty telling what the 
limits of a concept are and deciding if something 
should be included under it, we resort to 
definitions to refine the boundaries of meaning 
to the extent needed.  To what extent this 
refinement is needed is itself a matter of critical 
judgment.  If a person has poor critical skills, they 
will not be able to define things well nor even 
recognize when to pursue and how far to take a 
definition.  (Part III in this chapter will deal with 
definition.) 

B. WORDS, CONCEPTS, THINGS/REFERENTS
Human beings have the ability to distinguish 
particular perceptual things from other things, 
such as trees, houses, people, rocks, etc..  
These things are also thought, not merely 
perceived.  When I see an apple I am usually 
also thinking something about it, implicitly or 
explicitly, such as, it is on the table, I will eat it as 
a snack later, it’s a type of apple that I like the 
best, etc..  Intelligible perceptions only occur in 
our meaningful sense of the world.   As we saw in 
Chapter 2, there are no “pure” observations. 
Observation is always within an already 

meaningful context that makes the intelligible 
observation possible.  Distinguishable things and 
thoughts are things we can refer to in language.  
We can call anything we can refer to a referent.  
Referents can be represented by signs we call 
words.  Words are signs that may be written, 
spoken or gestured (as in American Sign 
Language).  They can refer to individual things or 
classes or categories of things that can be 
grouped together by their distinguishable 
similarities.   In either case, we use nouns or 
noun phrases, such as “apple,” ”virtue,”  “the 
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person next door,” “the 35th president of the 
United States,” etc..   
 The words in our language that are used to 
refer to classes of things are concept words, 
nouns such as “table,” house, person, etc., or 
proper names such as New York, Sally Jones, 
China, Mars, or Proctor & Gable.  Even though 
the word “apple” by itself does not make a claim 
about the world, it is still intelligible because of 
the backdrop of a language and a way of life.  
There are many other kinds of words that do not 
represent or have meaning by themselves, such 
as “the,” “if,” or “that.”  And there are many 
others, for example, adjectives, such as, “green,” 
or “tall,” that can be changed to nouns and 
therefore into general classes by saying “green 
things,” or “tall things.”  We can refer to the 
property itself as a noun by saying: “greenness,” 
“tallness,” etc..  We can talk about particular 
things by using indexical terms such as “this” or 
“his” or “I.”  The meanings of these terms and the 
truth of the claims in which they are used depend 
on when, where and by whom they are uttered, 
as in “this apple,” which is particular rather than 
general, and “I am the President” which is true or 
false depending on who says it. 
 As we have said, language is a system of 
signs.  Signs stand for something else.  They 
point beyond themselves.  This is called the 
intentional feature of signs.  What the sign refers 
to is called the denotation.  The denotation of 
the sign “dog” is anything that is referred to by 
this term and fits in this category.  More 
specifically, the string of shapes we call letters: 
“the dog over there” refers to something other 
than this string of letters or the sounds we make 
in saying these words.  It is the dog itself to which 
we are referring.   

Icons are signs that denote by their 
similarities to their denotations.  Maps, photos, 
diagrams, or blueprints, are icons.  Anything that 
“pictures” what it represents is an icon.  There 
are many more examples of what kind of signs 
there are and how they are related to the world of 
things we refer to. 
 So far we have talked mostly about 
observable referents.  We can also distinguish 
things in thought that have no perceptible 
properties, such as justice, numbers, triangles, 
infinity.  None of these have perceptible 
properties and we cannot even have a mental 
image of them.  They are only thinkable 
definitionally.  What we could draw or imagine 

could not possibly be a triangle, for example, 
because a triangle can only be defined, not 
actually pictured or imagined.  Its definition is “an 
area bounded by three intersecting straight lines 
that form three interior angles whose sum is 180 
degrees.”  We can represent a triangle with a 
drawing.  But it is not an actual triangle because 
lines have no width or depth, any drawing could 
not have exactly 180 degrees in the drawn 
angles, etc.. Numbers cannot be perceived, 
imaged or drawn.  We represent them with 
numerals and use them to count things.  
Perceptual things can be counted.  But the things 
counted are not numbers.  And numbers are not 
the things counted.   

We could not have a mental image or draw a 
picture of justice or infinity.  We can symbolize 
them, justice for example, in drawings of a set of 
scales or a monument.  But the ideas themselves 
do not refer to anything tangible.  We can only 
think them.  It becomes obvious that what is 
intangible can be at least as important as and 
often much more important than what is tangible. 
 Other referents/things we can refer to can 
only be imagined or imaged, fictional things, such 
as a unicorn in a story, the Cyclops in Ulysses.  
We can imagine creatures such as Big Foot, the 
Loch Ness Monster, or intelligent aliens in flying 
saucers, etc. that we think might exist, but for 
which so far there is no evidence.  All these 
things would have perceptual properties, if they 
existed and so we can have mental images of 
them and draw pictures of them and with our new 
technologies even make movies that seem to 
bring them to life.   
 There are also collective nouns that refer to 
things we can distinguish, such as water, air, 
wealth, happiness, etc. These things cannot be 
thought of as particular, so we say “some water”  
or “some air,” not, “a water” as we would say “a 
tree.”     
 What we have said so far gives only a slight 
indication of all the things we can do with words 
and the relation of words to concepts and 
referents all in the context of a language and way 
of life.  There is, of course, a great deal more that 
could be said about all the richness and subtly of 
what we do with language, but our purpose here 
is to reflect on what we call language and 
meaning enough so that we can see what can go 
wrong in what we believe and claim to be true 
about the world that arises from confusions and 
lack of clarity about language and meaning and 
lack of clarity in actual language use. 
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C. SYMBOLIC VERSUS LITERAL DISCOURSE:   
Symbolic discourse aims at a felt sense of 
meaningfulness as opposed to literal or 
conceptual discourse which aims at conceptual 
clarity.   The language of all sacred texts, for 
example, is poetic or mythopoeic and is full of 
symbols that would be difficult to express literally, 
such as “crucifix,” “redemption,” or “lamb,” in 
Christianity.  They point more to something that is 
felt than something we could call objective.  If we 
merely used the literal meaning of these terms, it 
would utterly miss their deep felt significance of 
the human yearning for a connection to ultimate 
meaningfulness and orientation.  This felt clarity, 
grasped through symbols, for example, in a lyric 
or poem that expresses a feeling of love or 
sadness, is quite different than literal clarity.  
Literal clarity can pick out things, people, 
situations, etc., that we have feeling about, things 
that matter and are significant to us.  The depth 
of our feeling about such things, however, cannot 
be adequately expressed through literal 
discourse.  Newspapers, scientific journals, legal 
documents and most everyday passing of 
information is based on literal conceptual use of 
language, which aims primarily at conveying 

information in a literally clear manner.  We would 
not want to have our legal documents or 
cookbook recipes written symbolically and 
poetically, nor our sacred texts written as 
newspapers, cookbooks or legal documents.  
None of these would be able to evoke or reflect 
the sense of awe for the sacred we express in 
sacred texts.  Usually our language is a mix of 
conceptual literal discourse and symbolic 
figurative discourse depending upon our 
purposes.  Metaphors (which express one thing 
in terms normally denoting another) often trade 
between symbols and concepts or between 
concepts and other concepts in order to convey 
much meaning with few words.  For example, “My 
love is the sun,” is a metaphor that is a much 
more powerful way of expressing the literal 
meaning “my beloved is centrally important to 
me.”  Even to say, “my love means everything to 
me,” is not literally clear.  But the vagueness is 
not a flaw.  It is powerful.  To have such 
vagueness in a legal document or a recipe, on 
the other hand, where we depend upon literal 
clarity, would be ridiculous.   
  

 
D. THEORIES OF MEANING2

                                                 
2This section on language theories and use is from William Hughs, Critical Thinking: An Introduction to the Basic Skills, Broadview: 
Peterborough, Ontario, 1997.  

  
Usually it is not difficult to explain what a 
particular word or sentence means. But there is 
much that is puzzling about the nature of 
meaning itself. How do words get their meaning, 
and how do meanings change? Is the meaning 
that words have different from the meaning of 
sentences? In order to enhance our 
understanding of the nature and complexity of 
meaning, we will look briefly at three theories of 
meaning. The first two are common-sense views 
that have been held by many people, including 
many philosophers and linguistic theorists. 
Unfortunately, both are open to serious 
objections, and many philosophers now regard 
them as untenable. The third theory avoids the 
weakness of the first two, and is the one we will 
rely upon in this book together with the following 
section on phenomenology and hermeneutics. 

 
1.  The Reference Theory of Meaning 
The reference theory of meaning was first  
expounded by Aristotle in the fourth century BCE. 

According to this view the meaning of a word 
consists in what it refers to. The word dog refers 
to all the dogs in the world, so it seems plausible 
to hold that the meaning of dog is all the dogs in 
the world. After all, if we know what dog refers to 
we obviously know what the word means. 
Similarly, the meaning of tree is every tree in the 
world, the meaning of automobile is every 
automobile, the meaning of joke is every joke, 
and so on. The meaning of a term thus consists 
of its reference class, that is, the class of objects 
to which the word refers. At first glance, the 
reference theory is a plausible account of 
meaning, and its plausibility is enhanced by the 
fact that pointing to the reference class is often a 
good way of explaining the meaning of a word. If 
you don't know what antimacassar means I can 
easily explain its meaning by pointing to an 
antimacassar, and explaining that other 
antimacassars vary in size and design but are 
essentially the same as this one. 
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 There are, however, serious difficulties with 
the reference theory. At the heart of the theory 
there seems to be confusion between under-
standing the meaning of a word, and having 
knowledge of what the word refers to. When we 
understand the meaning of the word dog, we 
usually have knowledge of only a small 
proportion of the dogs that exist, and this is 
puzzling if the meaning of dog is the reference 
class of the term The fact that even small 
children can understand the meaning of dog on 
the basis of direct knowledge of only a few dogs 
that often look very unlike each other cannot be 
explained by the reference theory. The theory 
encounters even more serious difficulties, 
however, when we consider words that have no 
reference class. What do the following words 
refer to: unless, after, yes, unlikely, the, 
nevertheless, was, if where? Does it even make 
sense to suggest that the meaning of unless is 
the class of unlesses? In addition, there are 
certain phrases whose meaning is easily 
understood but whose reference is unknown. For 
example, we all understand the meaning of the 
phrase the oldest man in the world, even when 
we don't know to whom it refers. If the meaning is 
the reference, then we shouldn't be able to un-
derstand what the phrase means unless we know 
who is the oldest man in the world. The reference 
theory of meaning, therefore, has to be rejected. 
 
2. The Idea Theory of Meaning 
The idea theory of meaning was developed by  
John Locke in the seventeenth century. He held 
that the meaning of a word consists of the idea or 
mental image that is associated with the word. 
When we think of the word dog, it seems that we 
have a mental image we associate with the word, 
and it is plausible to hold that the meaning of dog 
is this image in our minds. This theory seems to 
be able to deal with phrases like the oldest man 
in the world, since it is plausible to suggest that 
we have a mental image we associate with this 
phrase. 
 But the idea theory also encounters several 
difficulties. Just as the class of unlesses seems 
to make no sense, the mental image of unless 
also seems to make no sense. But in addition, 
the image or idea we associate with a word like 
dog turns out on reflection to be very unclear. If 
we attempt to describe our image of a dog, we 
can only describe a typical dog: one that is black, 
short-haired, about eighteen inches high, with a 

short tail, etc. Of course, we know that many 
dogs are not black, that some are longhaired, 
that some are very small and some are very 
large, and so forth. But we cannot have an image 
of a dog which is both black and not black, both 
long-haired and short-haired, and both tall and 
short. It is impossible for our image of a dog to 
include all those characteristics that we know 
dogs have. How, then, can our image be the 
meaning of the word? 
 Another difficulty with the idea theory is that it 
has the consequence that we can never know 
what another person means by certain words. 
You can never see my mental images and I can 
never see yours. If the mental image is the 
meaning, how can I know what you mean by dog 
and how can you know what I mean by dog? One 
reply to this objection is that we can describe our 
mental images in words that others can un-
derstand, and in this way we can know what 
others mean by a word. This reply is adequate for 
some words, but not for all. The mental images 
we have for simple properties (for example, 
properties such as red, hot, sour, etc.) can never 
be stated. We simply cannot describe the mean-
ing of the word red by using other words. If we 
could, then someone who has been blind since 
birth would know what red means merely by 
hearing a description of our mental image, which 
is impossible. Words fail us at this point. So the 
idea theory must also be rejected. 
 
3.  Meaning as Use 
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) and John 
Austin (1911-1960) developed a new theory of 
meaning. They recognized that even though 
many words do refer to things, and many words 
have a mental image or idea associated with 
them, building on the insight of Frege, they held 
that the primary bearers of meaning are not 
words but sentences.  Words have meaning only 
when they are used in sentences: without such a 
context they have no meaning. When we ask 
what some particular word means, we seem to 
be asking for the meaning of the word itself, as if 
it had a meaning apart from the way it is used in 
sentences. In fact, the only meaning a word can 
have is the meaning it gains from the meanings 
of the sentences in which the word is typically 
used. Notice how the different meanings of a 
word are expressed by using that word in differ-
ent sentences: 
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I gave him a hand with his baggage. (i.e., 
help) 
The crowd gave him a hand. (i.e., applause) 
Please hand me the scissors. (i.e., give) 
 
She is a green lawyer. (i.e., inexperienced) 
He is looking green. (i.e., nauseous) 
We had a green Christmas last year. (i.e., 
without snow) 
 
Don't strike that child. (i.e., hit) 
The strike was over wages. (i.e., refusal to 
work) 
Strike three! (i.e., the batter is "out") 

 
 But if the meaning of sentences is primary 
and the meaning of words is derivative - if we 
cannot derive the meaning of a sentence from 
the meanings of the words it contains - how are 
we to account for the meaning of sentences? 
Wittgenstein and Austin held that the meaning of 
sentences is to be found in their use.  Language 
is a tool, and just as we don't really know what a 
hammer is until we know what its use is, so we 
don't know what language means until we know 
what it is being used to do. In order to know what 
a particular sentence means, we need to ask 
What is this speaker, in this particular context, 
using this sentence to do? If someone says Hold 
it, we cannot know what the sentence means 
until we know what the speaker means, and we 
cannot know what the speaker means until we 
know what he or she is using the sentence to do. 
Did the speaker say Hold it to get someone to 
stop doing something, or to instruct someone to 
grasp hold of an object? Only when we have an-
swered this question will we know what the 
sentence means. 
 It is important to pay attention to the context, 
for the context typically gives us the clues we 
need to determine what the speaker is using a 
sentence to do, and thus what the sentence 

means. There are various contextual features we 
can make use of, such as the social setting, the 
speaker's personal goals, the nature and 
expectations of the audience, and what has just 
been said by other speakers. Changing the 
context of a sentence can sometimes 
dramatically affect its meaning. For example: 
 

The queen is in a vulnerable position: (a) when 
said by a spectator at a chess match and (b) 
when said by a teacher in a lecture on the role 
of the monarchy in Britain. 
 
The President has been shot and died a few 
minutes ago: (a) when said by a character in a 
film and (b) when said by a radio announcer in 
a news broadcast. 
 
Let me go: (a) when said by a person whose 
arm has been grabbed by someone and (b) 
when said by a child whose teacher has asked 
for a volunteer to run an errand. 

 
More commonly, however, context affects 
meaning in less dramatic but equally important 
ways. Usually, there are only a few possible uses 
of a sentence in any particular context, and we 
can make a reasonable judgment of its primary 
or intended use. It is important, therefore, to 
understand the various uses or functions of 
language. 
 Finally, with regard to context and use, these 
are only intelligible in what Wittgenstein calls a 
“language game”, that is, an entire system of 
meaning governed by implicit and explicit rules.  
A language game itself is unintelligible apart from 
an entire way of life.  So words have meaning 
only in the context of sentences, sentences are 
meaningful according to their use in a language 
game and a language game is the meaning 
context of an entire way of human life.   
 

 
 
E. PHENOMENOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHICAL HERMENEUTICS3

                                                 
3 See “Philosophical Hermeneutics” in the Appendix 

 
Two of the most important recent developments 
in philosophy are phenomenology and 
philosophical hermeneutics. Phenomenology is 
the study of human experience and the ways 
things present themselves to us in and through 
experience.  Philosophical hermeneutics is an 
attempt to understand understanding itself and 

the process of interpretation that is basic to all 
meaningful experience.   
 
1. Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is a very rigorous, austere, 
descriptive method of seeing what is actually 
there in our experience, rather seeing things 
through the filter of our conceptualizations.  We 
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don't "see" chairs.  We see shape, hue, relation, 
etc..  And any "seeing" is always within the frame 
of an already interpreted world, a "world" that 
feels a certain way, etc.. The move to “chair” and 
to propositions, such as “The chair is in the 
room,” are also intensions but of a very different 
type than the bare sensory awareness of things.  
The method of phenomenology “brackets out” 
our concepts, such as “chair,” through which we 
habitually understand the world so we can 
actually see what is immediately present to our 
awareness.  This allows us to see the difference 
between what is there in consciousness and what 
we make it mean.  “Chair” is not there.  It is a 
meaning, a pure abstraction by which we 
organize the many features of our experience. 

 Phenomenology was developed by Edmund 
Husserl, influenced by Franz Brentano and 
others with roots in the works of Hume, Kant, and 
Hegel.  It addresses one of the oldest of 
philosophical problems, the problem of 
appearances and concerns the question of direct 
knowledge (and is not directed toward a theory of 
human action such as Austin and much of 
analytic philosophy).  Brentano’s basic idea was 
that all consciousness is intentional.  
Consciousness is consciousness of objects 
toward which consciousness is always oriented.  
Phenomena are always FOR consciousness.4

In our ordinary living we are caught up in 
our world-directed intentional stance that Husserl 
called the natural attitude.  The 
phenomenological attitude, in contrast is a 
reflection upon the natural attitude and all the 
intentionalities that occur within it.  It allows us to 
better understand the differences we experience 
but also absence.  It distinguishes between what 
is immediately present, what can be intended 

   

                                                 4Husserl takes this starting point and develops one 
of the most innovative and powerful contributions to 
philosophy.  Phenomenology provides a direct challenge to 
the completely untenable views of consciousness that have 
come to dominate since the British Empiricists and 
Continental Rationalists, e.g., the mind as a substance, a 
container of ideas and experience, or a thing, or more 
recently as nothing but brain states (consciousness is 
“inside our heads”). Heidegger, who was a student of 
Husserl’s also contributed greatly to this movement.  
Heidegger uses a phenomenological study of man in his 
early work to reveal something about Being (because we 
have no other access to Being).  But man is not Being, 
rather, man is a being.  So Heidegger does a very careful 
phenomenological study of the being for whom Being is a 
question: i.e. of the Being of that being, the human being.  In 
his later work he abandons phenomenology and is more 
strictly hermeneutical, which we will address next.   
  

emptily (things not experienced, such as places 
we’ve never been).   

“The world” is not a large thing, nor is it 
the sum of the things that have been or can be 
experienced.  It is more like a context or 
background or horizon for all the things there are, 
all the things that can be intended and present in 
consciousness.  It is the whole for them all, not 
the sum of them all.  It is not a thing.  The world  
is given in experience as encompassing all 
things.  It is not an astronomical concept.  There 
are many galaxies but only one world.  It is the 
singularity that allows for multiplicity.  Another 
important singularity is the self, the center around 
which the world is arranged.  The self is a thing in 
the world, but like no other.  The self has a world 
and the world is always for a self.  Self and world 
are not separate realities as they were for 
Descartes, but are inextricably and mutually 
implicative. 

Phenomenology provides a much more 
subtle and rigorous way of approaching the 
question of knowledge and experience that is far 
more productive and successful (adequate) than 
any other philosophy has been.  It addresses 
issues that are not possible from within the 
special domains of the various sciences such as 
psychology, brain science, biology, chemistry, 
physics, etc. and provides deep insight into the 
very conditions of these special disciplines and 
their methods.5

 
 

2. Philosophical Hermeneutics:6

Hermeneutics literally means the art of 
making what is hidden manifest, traditionally, the 
art of revealing the meaning of a text by 
investigating the factors crucial to this, for 
example, its cultural and linguistic milieu and by 
developing rigorous methods of exegesis.  
Biblical hermeneutics, for example, provided 
guidelines for interpreting religious texts.  More 
broadly and more recently, hermeneutics refers 
to the rigorous attempt to understand 

 The 
Universality of the Hermeneutical Condition 

                                                 
5See Robert Sokolowski, Introduction to 

Phenomenology.  Cambridge: 2000.  Parts of this section 
on phenomenology are paraphrased from this text.    6The term hermeneutics goes far back and traverses a 
long history from Aristotle, Philo, Origen, Augustine, Flacius, 
Dannhauer, Chladenius, Meier, Ast, Schlegel, 
Schleiermacher, Droysen, and Dilthey. Contemporary 
hermeneutics, called philosophical hermeneutics begins 
with Heidegger and especially his student Gadamer who, 
along with Paul Ricoeur, are the leading figures in this 
contemporary philosophical development. 
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understanding and interpretation.  It is a 
reflection on interpretation that reveals the 
fundamentally hermeneutic or interpretive 
character of our relation to the world (hence, it is 
reflexively aware of itself as an interpretation).  
Common sense, science, and religion are all 
hermeneutical-interpretive processes that 
typically do not see themselves as hermeneutical.  
All language use and all thought are forms of 
hermeneutics. THAT is the only thing that is 
universal, not any interpretation itself.  Yes, 
hermeneutics is itself hermeneutical.  That 
reflexivity is a universal feature of all thinking.  
This means that any interpretation presupposes 
and is only possible within the limits of meaning 
from which it arose.  To deny this and to seek 
foundations for truth outside the hermeneutical 
condition, leads to self-contradiction.  The 
attempt to do so arises from the impossible claim 
that there is a point of view that is outside the 
hermeneutic condition, that is, a point of view that 
is outside any point of view!  It is based on the 
mistaken notion that logic is the ultimate arbiter 
of meaningfulness.  Rather, logic is a tool of 
hermeneutics, not the other way round.  Logic is 
not ubiquitous.  Interpretation is.  Hermeneutics 
is.   Logic is not fundamental.  Critical thinking is 
not merely being logical.  It is an interpretive 
process and philosophical hermeneutics 
rigorously inquires into this most basic feature of 
our humanity.  From this standpoint, no 
statement is finally true without reference to its 
enabling horizons of meaning.   

The issue is finally what difference it 
makes to be a) an interpreting being that is 
intimately aware of this fundamental condition or 
to be b) an interpreting being who is unaware of 
it, i.e., takes his or her views as truth in some 
sense without understanding that they are 
products of interpretation.  A quick answer to this 
is humility.  It is arrogant to think, in the context of 
human fallibility and finitude, which is the only 
context we have, that any “truth” is something 
other than an interpretation that is important to 
us.  If one takes a stance toward one’s beliefs in 
light of our hermeneutical condition, it is much 
less likely that we will kill each other over our 
differences.  We come to see our horizons of 
meaning for what they are: enabling orienting 
prejudices without which we would not be able to 
experience or have meaning at all.  But the point 
is to never become trapped in them.  That is to 
be a victim of one’s own arrogance.  It is from 

that arrogance that we then subject others to the 
iron fist of our logic, our righteousness, and our 
will.  

Hermeneutics is not an absolutism, a 
theory or a dogma.  It begins with the undeniable 
condition of human finitude, the ubiquity or 
omnipresence of interpretation, and the reflexive 
condition of all interpretation, that every 
interpretation presupposes its own enabling 
limits.  THAT is universal.  Hermeneutics forces 
us back into a pragmatic stance with regard to 
truth ("a pragmatic philosophy of finitude").  No 
religious, political, scientific "truth" can parade 
itself as an unassailable given.  It must constantly 
"prove" itself to have a value for life and the 
openness of the interpretive process.   

However, interpretations are not equally 
good.  They must always answer to the context of 
our questioning and the openness of this 
process.  To do otherwise is to shut off this most 
fundamental of human processes, the struggle to 
orient ourselves, to make sense of things.   
Hermeneutics protects this openness without 
succumbing to either absolutism or relativism.   

To put it another way, hermeneutics is not 
a search for final truth, but a recognition of the 
inescapable interpretive nature of any truth claim.  
It recognizes any claim to be an interpretation.  It 
makes no claims about the world in itself or its 
reflection in thinking.  Hermeneutics is a critical 
questioning stance toward any claim to truth, 
revealing it as a perspective conditioned by 
interests.   It can challenge any meaning without 
yielding to utter skepticism or relativism.  Yet, it is 
a faith in the openness of meaning-giving without 
being a faith in any given meaning.  

The term hermeneutical circle refers to the 
circle of meaning of the whole meaning system 
and any particular element in that system.  It is a 
feature of all meaningfulness that meaning is 
made possible by already employed language 
and interpretation, the recognition that meaning is 
always already under way and constantly 
mutating and being modified and only makes 
sense in an already operating “language game” 
or system which is only possible because of an 
already existing whole way of life and set of 
human practices.  The particular facts and events 
of our world are interpretable because of a kind 
of unconscious or partly conscious sense of its 
whole meaning.  That whole meaning constantly 
changes due to the malleability of the meaning of 
its particulars, which in turn changes our sense of 
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the whole.  There is no fixed starting point of 
meaning.  We find ourselves “always already” in 
a meaningful engagement or situation.  For a 
critical thinker, it is important to always be aware 
of this, to always be aware that we are 
interpreters who live in our meanings, and to 
develop the skill to do this better, more 
responsibly, and more humanely. (See the 
Appendix: on Bildung and on Hermeneutics)  

A major difference between Wittgenstein and 
philosophical hermeneutics is that Wittgenstein 
seems to suggest that there is an insurmountable 
and relativistic gap between language games, 
whereas hermeneutics sees common and 
universal features to all human interpretation and 

and understanding.  Though all meaning/ 
interpretation is historically situated and we are 
always interpreting within the horizons of our 
traditions and life experience, the attempt to give 
meaning, to understand, and to express our inner 
meaning in a public context is universal to 
humans.  Understanding our fundamental 
hermeneutical condition greatly enhances the 
possibility of coming to an increasing awareness 
and understanding of another human being 
because we all whare this basic condition of 
attempting to make sense of things within a 
horizon inherited from our language and culture. 
______________________________________

 
 

II. PERFORMANCE OR SKILL ISSUES IN LANGUAGE AND MEANING7

 
 

A. AMBIGUITY

                                                 
7The following sections on ambiguity and vagueness are partly drawn from Moore & Parker, Critical Thinking, 3rd ed., Mtn..View, CA: 
Mayfield, 1992.  

We now move out of the “meta-level” issues into 
practical skills.  Suppose you heard or read the 
following argument:   

 
There is a continuity of development from the 
moment of conception on. There are constant 
changes in the fetal condition; the fetus is constantly 
acquiring new structures and characteristics, but 
there is no one stage which is radically different 
from any other. Since that is so, there is no one 
stage in the process of fetal development, after the 
moment of conception which could plausibly be 
picked out as the moment at which the fetus 
becomes a living human being. The moment of 
conception is, however, different in this respect. It 
marks the beginning of this continuous process of 
development and introduces something new which 
is radically discontinuous with what has come before 
it. Therefore, the moment of conception, and only it, 
is a plausible candidate for being that moment at 
which the fetus becomes a living human being. 

 
There is an implicit premise in this passage: 
Either the fetus becomes a human at conception 
or at some later moment.  Since there is no stage 
after conception that is not radically different and 
is not continuous and wholly in flux, there is no 
point after conception we could pick out as a 
moment when the fetus becomes a person. 
 If you wanted to see if this argument is a 
good one and its conclusion therefore 
acceptable, you would take it through the steps 
given at the beginning of Chapter 3.   Before you 
could analyze and evaluate its structure, you 
would want to make sure there are no problems 

of meaning, because in order to decide whether 
the claims used in an argument are true, we must 
first know what the claims are about.  If an 
important term is ambiguous, it is not clear what 
is being claimed.  We cannot tell if the 
statements are true or false until such ambiguity 
is cleared up.  With regard to structure, the terms 
of an argument must be used consistently; 
otherwise the arguer is guilty of the fallacy of 
equivocation. (see Chapter 7) Remember that 
what links premises and conclusions are the 
concepts they have in common.  When a word 
represents one concept in one part of the 
argument but shifts to another meaning in a 
different part of the argument the conceptual 
linkage necessary to an argument that warrants 
or supports its conclusion is broken. Therefore, 
the meaning of a term must remain consistent 
and not change in the argument.  The argument 
cannot be successful until that term is clarified 
and used consistently.   
 In the argument just given the key term 
“human being” is ambiguous and is used 
inconsistently.  It shifts from meaning a merely 
biological entity with certain genetic and 
physiological characteristics to meaning a 
person.  If you did not catch this equivocation you 
might be persuaded by this argument when you 
should not be. 

A claim is an ambiguous claim if it can be 
assigned more than one meaning and if the 
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particular meaning it should be assigned is not 
made clear by context.  

1. A claim can be ambiguous for different 
reasons. Consider these claims: 

   
a. Tom ate the ice cream with relish. 

  b. Sue is cold. 
  c. I know a little Greek. 
  d. She disputed his claim. 
  e. Jim doesn't use glasses. 
 
The meanings of these claims are unclear 
because each claim contains an ambiguous word 
or phrase. For example, the claim in (4) could 
mean either a statement or a claim to a gold 
mine; glasses in (5) could mean either 
eyeglasses or drinking glasses. A claim whose 
ambiguity is due to the ambiguity of a particular 
word or phrase is called a semantically 
ambiguous claim. Semantical ambiguity can be 
eliminated by substituting an unambiguous word 
or phrase, e.g., eyeglasses for glasses in (5). 
Sometimes, unfortunately, the substitution may 
require several extra words. 
 
2. Now consider these examples: 
 a. She saw the farmer with binoculars. 
 b. Whenever the Giants play the Rams, they lose. 
 c. People who protest often get arrested. 
 d. He chased the girl in his car. 
 e. She likes candy more than her husband. 
 f. Postal streamlining shouldn't affect service. 
 
In contrast with those in the first list, these claims 
are ambiguous because of their structures. Even 
though we understand the meaning of the phrase 
with binoculars, for example, we can't tell whether 
it pertains to the farmer or to the subject of (1). A 
claim of this sort is called a syntactically 
ambiguous claim. The only way to eliminate 
syntactical ambiguity is to rewrite the claim.   
 Sometimes syntactically ambiguous claims 
result if we do not clearly show what a pronoun 
refers to. "The boys chased the girls, and they 
giggled a lot" is an example of this sort of 
ambiguity, since you can't be certain whether 
they refers to the boys or to the girls. "After he 
removed the trash from the pool, the children 
played in it" is another example. 
 Modifying phrases can create syntactical 
ambiguities if we are careless with them. 
Consider "He brushed his teeth on the carpet."  If 
you want to avoid suggesting that a carpet might 
make a good toothbrush, then you should recast 
the sentence, perhaps as "He brushed his teeth 
while he was on the carpet." Or take "She wiped 

up the water with her younger brother." Yes, of 
course it is unlikely that she used her brother as 
a towel. But a clear writer will avoid any possibility 
of misunderstanding—or ridicule— by recasting 
the sentence, perhaps as "She and her younger 
brother wiped up the water." "He was bitten while 
walking by a dog" should be revised either as 
"While he was walking, he was bitten by a dog" 
or as "While he was walking by a dog, he was 
bitten." 
 
3. A peculiar kind of semantical ambiguity, which 
we'll call grouping ambiguity, is illustrated by 
this claim:       
 Secretaries make more money than 
physicians.  Is this claim true or false? We can't 
say, because we don't know what the claim is, 
because we don't know exactly what secretaries 
and physicians refer to. If the claim is that 
secretaries as a group make more money than 
physicians make as a group then the claim is 
true, since there are many more secretaries than 
physicians. But if the claim is that secretaries 
individually make more money than physicians 
individually, then the claim is of course false. 
Whenever we refer to a collection of individuals, 
we must clearly show whether the reference is to 
the collection as a group or as individuals. 
 Some claims, such as "Women can fish" and 
"I will put the sauce on myself," can reasonably 
be diagnosed either as semantically or as 
syntactically ambiguous.  So you shouldn’t spend 
much time arguing over which category to assign 
an ambiguous claim.  What is important is 
recognizing ambiguities when you encounter 
them and avoiding them in your own writing. 
 
4. Some ambiguous claims don't fall into any of 
the categories we have mentioned. For example, 
a claim that refers to "the fastest woman on the 
squad" is ambiguous if two or more women on 
the squad are equally fast and are faster than 
anyone else. "I cannot recommend him highly 
enough" might mean that he is even better than 
my highest recommendation, or it might mean 
that I cannot recommend him very highly at all.  
The ambiguity, however, is not clearly semantical 
or syntactical. 
 Often, but not nearly often enough, the 
context of a claim will show which possible 
meaning a speaker or writer intends. If a 
mechanic says, "Your trouble is in a cylinder," it 
might be unclear at first whether she means a 
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wheel cylinder or an engine cylinder.  Her 
meaning will probably become clear, though, as 
you listen to what else she says and consider the 
entire context in which she is speaking. 
 Also, common sense often dictates which of 
two possible meanings a person has in mind. In 
the example "He brushed his teeth on the 
carpet," you would probably be safe to assume 
that on the carpet refers to his location and not to 
an unusual technique of dental hygiene. So, the 
claim is perhaps not truly ambiguous. But if you 
wish to be a clear writer (or aren't fond of people 
laughing at you), you should try to say exactly 
what you mean and not rely on common sense to 
make your meaning clear. 

 Although ambiguous claims can be a fine 
source of amusement, they can also furnish 
clever ways of duping people.  In advertising, for 
example, a claim might make wild promises for a 
product when interpreted one way.  But under 
another interpretation, it may say very little, thus 
giving the manufacturer a loophole against the 
charge of false advertising.  According to a 
recent issue of Science, "The State Family 
Planning Commission of China has conducted 
two large-scale fertility surveys, in 1982 and 
1988, covering sample households containing 1 
million and 2 million persons, respectively."(!)

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Exercise A1 
Identify and clarify the ambiguities in the 
following: 
1. Everything has a location.  Therefore, the 
universe has a location. 
2. Officers help dog bite victims. 
3. He read about the conquest of the ancient 
Persians. 
4. We were invited to go see the Lakers play  
yesterday. 
5. The biggest Bulls fans live in Chicago. 
6. “HOW THERAPY CAN HELP TORTURE 
VICTIMS" San Francisco Chronicle 
7. Digital computing began the first time a 
person counted on his fingers. 
8. Scandinavians eat tons of cheese every year. 
9.  An ad for formal wear: "Tuxedos Cut 
Ridiculously!'   
10. Newspaper headline: "Police Kill 6 Coyotes 
After Mauling of Man.   

 
11.  Former governor Pat Brown of California, 
viewing an area struck by a flood, is said to have 
remarked, "This is the greatest disaster since I 
was elected governor." (Quoted by Lou Cannon 
in the Washington Post) 
12. Horatio plays the trumpet by ear. 
13.  Volunteer help requested: Come prepared to 
lift heavy equipment with construction  helmet and 
work overalls. 
14. Jack could write more profound essays.  
15.  "Two million times a day Americans love to 
eat, Rice-a-Roni—the San Francisco treat."   
16. "New York's first commercial human 
sperm-bank opened Friday with semen samples 
from 18 men frozen in a stainless steel tank."  
17.  She was disturbed when she lay down to nap 
by a noisy cow. 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Exercise A2 
Determine which of the italicized phrases are 
ambiguous, which are more likely to refer to the 
members of the class taken as a group, and 
which are more likely to refer to the members of 
the class taken individually. 
 Example:  Narcotics are habit-forming. 
 Answer:  In this claim, narcotics refers to 
individual members of the class, since it is 
specific narcotics that are habit-forming. (One 
does not ordinarily become addicted to the entire 
class of narcotics.) 
1. Swedes eat millions of quarts of yogurt every 

day. 
2. College professors make millions of dollars a 

year 
3. Our CB radios can be heard all across the 

country. 

4. Students at Pleasant Valley High School enroll 
in hundreds of courses each year. 

5. Power lawn mowers produce more pollution 
than motorcycles. 

6. The angles of triangles add up to 180 degrees. 
7. The New York Giants played mediocre football 

last year. 
8. On our airline, passengers have their choice of 

three different meals. 
9. On our airline, passengers flew fourteen million 

miles last month without incident. 
10. Hundreds of people have ridden in that taxi. 
11. All our cars are on sale for two hundred 

dollars over factory invoice. 
12. Chicagoans drink more beer than New 

Yorkers.
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B. VAGUENESS
Vagueness and ambiguity are often confused. An 
ambiguous claim has two or more possible 
meanings, and the context does not make clear 
which meaning is intended.  A vague claim, by 
contrast, has a meaning that is indistinct or 
imprecise. 
 The vagueness of a claim is a matter of 
degrees. "He is old" is more vague than "He is at 
least 70," and "He is at least 70" is more vague 
than "He is 73 years and 225 days old." 
 People tend to think that vagueness is 
something to be avoided. What's to be avoided, 
however, is an undesirable degree of vagueness. 
Even though a claim may be less precise than it 
could be, that does not mean that it is less 
precise than it should be. For example, if you ask 
the usher how long you have until the movie 
begins, the reply "Only a minute or two" is less 
precise than is possible, but it is not less precise 
than is desirable under most circumstances. A 
remark that is not undesirably vague in one 
context, however, may be so in another. The 
reply "Only a minute or two" might be undesirably 
vague if you are the lead actress in a play and 
have just asked the stage manager exactly how 
much time you have before the curtain goes up. 
 The penal codes of many states define 
murder in the first degree as murder committed 
"with malice aforethought." If we investigate what 
the codes mean by malice, we find that some 
give this definition: "with an abandoned and 
malignant heart." Does this definition clarify the 
concept for you? Can you think of a reason why a 
legislature might purposely leave the concept of 
malice vague? 
 The vagueness of some claims is due to the 
use of "fuzzy" words, words such as old and bald 
and rich, that apply to lots of borderline cases. 
Donald Trump, for instance, clearly is rich. But is 
a person who is worth a half million dollars rich? 
One worth a quarter million? Where does rich 
end and well-off begin? Notice, however, that 
claims with fuzzy words are not always too 
vague. "Don't take a course from the bald guy in 

the philosophy department" may well be 
sufficiently precise to accomplish its intended 
effect, even though bald is not a very precise 
word. 
 Notice, too, that the absence of fuzzy words 
does not automatically immunize a claim from 
undesirable vagueness. "Mary plans to bring her 
sibling to class on Friday" is probably precise 
enough, depending on the kind of class we're 
talking about. But "Mary plans to bring her sibling 
to the slumber party Friday night" may not be 
precise enough, especially if it's your teenage 
daughter who is giving the slumber party. It's not 
that sibling is particularly fuzzy; it's just that in the 
second of these contexts, the claim in which 
sibling appears is too imprecise for the occasion. 
 As should be clear by now, it makes little 
sense to insist that a claim be totally free of 
vagueness. If we had to be absolutely precise 
whenever we made a claim, we would say and 
write very little. The appropriate criticism of a 
claim is not that it is too vague, but that it is too 
vague relative to what you wish to communicate 
or know. 
 Even if within a given context a claim is more 
vague than is desirable, it may still do the job. My 
description of my automobile's problem ("It 
makes weird noises when it's cold") might be 
annoyingly vague to my mechanic, and he may 
wish that it were less so; however, this 
description may be the best I can give, and it's 
much better than no description at all. 
Remember: We should always strive for precision 
when we can—it is better for a claim to be a little 
more precise than necessary than a little too 
vague to be useful. 
 So clarity and precision are always desirable, 
but they are not qualities that a claim either has 
completely or entirely fails to have. What matters 
is whether a claim is clear enough. Remember 
too that the trouble it takes to understand a claim 
is not necessarily directly related to obscurity—a 
claim can be clear and still require considerable 
attention to be understood. 

 
Exercise  B 1 
The lettered words and phrases that follow each 
of the following fragments vary in their precision. 
In each instance, determine which is the most 
vague and which is the most precise; then rank 
the remainder in order of vagueness between the 
two extremes. You will discover when you 

discuss these exercises in class that they leave 
some room for disagreement. 
 Example: Over the past ten years, the median 
income of wage earners in St. Paul (a) nearly 
doubled (b) increased substantially (c) increased 
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by 85.5 percent (d) increased by more than 85 
percent 
 Answer:  Choice (b) is the most vague, since 
it provides the least information; (c) is the most 
precise, since it provides the most detailed figure. 
In between, (a) is the second most vague, 
followed by (d). 

1. John and Mary 
(a) decided to sell their house and move 
(b) made plans for the future 
(c) considered moving 
(d) talked 
(e) discussed their future 
(f) discussed selling their house 
2. Carlos 
(a) worked in the yard all afternoon 
(b) spent the afternoon planting flowers in the 

yard 
(c) was outside all afternoon 
(d) spent the afternoon planting salvia alongside 

his front sidewalk 
(e) spent the afternoon in the yard 
 
3. The hurricane that struck Florida 
(a) caused more than $30 million in property 

damage 
(b) destroyed dozens of structures 

(c) was severe and unfortunate 
(d) produced no fatalities but caused $20 million 

in property damage 
 
4. The president's new income tax proposal       
(a) will substantially reduce the taxes of those 

making more than $80,000 per year 
(b) will lower the tax bracket for people making 

more than $80,000 per year from 33 percent 
to 18 percent and will give them other 
benefits 

(c) makes important changes 
(d) favors the rich 
(e) will lower the tax bracket for singles making 

more than $80,000 per year from 33 percent 
to 18 percent, will reduce the tax on capital 
gains from 30 percent to 17.5 percent, and 
will double the investment credit 

 
5. Smith is absent because 
(a) he's not feeling well 
(b) he's under the weather 
(c) he has an upset stomach and a fever 
(d) he's nauseated and has a fever of over 103° 
(e) he has flu-like symptoms 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Exercise B2 
Which of each set of claims is more vague, if 
either? 
Example:  
(a) The trees served to make shade for the patio. 
(b) He served his country proudly. 
Answer: The use of served in (b) is more vague 
than that in (a). We know exactly what the trees 
did; we don't know what he did. 
 
1. (a) Ron served the church his entire life. 
    (b) Ron’s tennis serve is impossible to return. 
 
2 (a) The window served its purpose. 
    (b) The window served as an escape hatch. 
 
3. a) Throughout their marriage, Steve served  
        her dinner.  
    b) Throughout their marriage, Steve served  
        her well. 
 
 

4. (a) Jim turned 50.  
    (b) Jim turned to drugs. 
 
5. (a)These scales will turn on the weight of a   
 hair.  
    (b)This car will turn on a dime. 
 
6. (a)Tim’s boss turned vicious.  
    (b)Tim’s boss turned out to be forty-seven. 
 
7. (a)Time to turn the garden.  
    (b)Time to turn off the sprinkler. 
 
8. (a) The wine turned to vinegar. 
    (b) The wine turned out to be vinegar. 
 
9. (a) Hal flew around the world. 
    (b) Hal departed around 3:00 A.M. 
 
10. (a) Randy turned out the light. 
      (b) Randy turned out the vote. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Exercise B3 
Are the italicized words or phrases in each of the 
following too vague given the implied  
context ?  Explain. 
1. Please cook this steak longer. It's too rare. 
2. If you get ready for bed quickly, Mommy has a 

surprise for you. 

3. This program contains language that some 
viewers may find offensive. It is recommended 
 for mature audiences only. 

4. Turn down the damned noise! Some people 
around here want to sleep! 
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5. Based on our analysis of your eating habits, we 

recommend that you lower your  consumption 
of saturated fat. 

6. NOTICE: Hazard Zone. Small children not 
permitted beyond this sign. 

7. And remember, all our mufflers come with a 
lifetime guarantee. 

8. Thousands of American troops were stationed 
for forty years in Germany to contain Soviet 

aggression.  So why can't about the same 
number of American troops be stationed for 
forty years in Saudi Arabia to contain Iraqi 
aggression? 

9. Uncooked Frosting: Combine 1 unbeaten egg 
white, 1/2 cup corn syrup, 1/2 teaspoon vanilla, 
and dash salt. Beat with electric mixer till of 
fluffy spreading consistency. Frost cake. Serve 
within a few hours, or refrigerate. 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

C. EXPLICIT MESSAGES VS METAMESSAGES8

                                                 
8This section is from John Mullen, Hard Thinking, Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 1995. 

 
Much of what goes on in language is expressing 
what is not actually said.  For example, you have 
just returned from a climb of the Himalayas and a 
friend says to you “I understand you just returned 
from a little hike.”  This is ironic understatement 
that emphasizes the enormity of your achievement 
as well as a sense of casualness the speaker has 
with you to speak in this manner.  What was 
actually literally said and what the real 
”metamessages” were are quite different.  
Sometimes, as in this case, what is said is less 
important (the content or explicit message) than 
the way it is said (manner, expression, tone, etc.).  
What we say and what we intend by what we say 
may vary greatly. 
 When we use language we have an immense 
variety of ways of expressing the explicit 
informational message.  Which of these ways we 
select will communicate other messages about 
what we understand our relationship with the other 
person to be, or what we believe we are doing by 
conveying the message.  In relaying a specific 
piece of information, or asking a question with a 
specific content, we may be at the same time 
praising, criticizing, trying to hurt, establishing our 
dominance, signaling our submission, asserting 
our closeness, establishing distance, and much 
more.  For example, a wife states to her husband, 
"We haven't made love in a long time.'' The 
informational message of this piece of speech is 
clear and is called by some linguists simply "the 
message."  But what the wife is doing by relaying 
this piece of information, data that she knows the 
husband already has, is another communication 
entirely. This latter communication about the 
status of the relationship between speaker and 
listener, or about what the speaker is doing by 
asserting the informational content of the speech, 
is called "the metamessage."  The metamessage 
of the wife's remark may be: "What's wrong?," "I 
want to make love," or "You have been derelict in 

your attentions." Since the husband is already in 
possession of the explicit message it is the 
metamessage that he is likely to respond to, as in, 
''It's not my fault!" This latter response indicates 
that he took the wife's statement to be a charge 
(the metamessage), while ignoring the message. 

The existence of metamessages should alert 
us to the need to be very conscious not only of 
exactly what the meaning contents of our words 
are, but also of what our listener is likely to think 
that we are doing, in addition, by stating these 
words. Will the listener conclude that we are being 
too familiar, being condescending, mocking, 
expressing impatience, flirting, suggesting 
romance, rejecting romance, or trying to 
dominate? This means that we must attend very 
carefully to the use of language, and to the very 
subtle ways that different people and different 
groups communicate their metamessages. We 
must always be alert to the tremendous complexity 
of the ways of communicating that language 
provides. 

The Explicit Messages of Language 
Focusing upon the metamessages of speech, as 
well as upon such things as ''body language" and 
"unconscious intentions," has its dangers. It can 
lead to a breakdown of communication with one 
party constantly speculating upon what another 
''really'' means, while ignoring the specific 
message content of what someone is saying. It 
should be part of the ethics of communication that 
a person be given the benefit of the doubt that 
what he or she is explicitly saying is what is 
intended to be communicated. Let's focus now on 
the ability to state unambiguous content 
messages; that is, to speak clearly. 
 Because American English is so fluid, and 
because it is used by so many different 
subgroups, to speak clearly to a broad spectrum 
of listeners is rather like trying to do precision 
mechanics with rubber tools in a room with 



 85 
constantly changing temperature. American 
English is very elastic. It is at its best when there is 
a premium on ambiguity, as in cases of poetry, 
dirty jokes, advertising, and political speech. But 
when clarity is desired, this elasticity creates a 
need for definition. One of the purposes of 
definitions is to nail down a set of words for a 
specific time, audience, and purpose. After such a 
process, clarity is possible within this set of words, 
time, and audience. For this process to work, the 
audience or subgroup must have some sort of 
authoritarian structure. As examples, think of 
legal language, medical language, and military 
language. 
 To get some idea of what is being discussed, 
think of some of the uses of language for which 
clarity is not desired, and some for which it is 
desired. Think of words whose meanings have 
changed over time at least twice. Think of how 
social subgroups affect the language by creating 
and altering its meanings in a more or less 

unorganized way (e.g., teenagers, ethnic groups, 
computer developers). Think of some authoritarian 
subgroups that nail down American English words 
for their own uses and enforce that set of 
definitions through some set of rewards and 
punishments. 
 The critical thinker is acutely aware of the fact 
that how she uses words or phrases may be 
significantly different from the meanings given to 
them by others. The differences may be significant 
without being immediately noticeable. It is 
necessary in conversations where clarity is im-
portant to always be thinking of possible ways in 
which one's explicit message may be 
misunderstood, and of ways in which one could be 
misunderstanding others. When there is a 
suspicion of misunderstanding, then it is 
necessary to nail down the meanings of the key 
terms in the conversation. 
 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Exercises C1 
Directions: In the following situations, distinguish 
between the message and the metamessage. 

1. Child says to parent, "Are we having that 
meatloaf again tonight?" 
2. On his first date with Martha, Harry describes 
the intimate details of his relationship with his 
first wife. 
3. Terry says to Fran, "Would you like to see a 
film tonight?'' 
4. Mabel says the following statement with the 
four emphases in italics. a. He is a good writer. 
b. He is a good writer. c. He is a good writer. d. 
He is a good writer. 
5. Connie says to her mother who has just 
recently sold the childhood house, "Did you sell 
the rolltop desk too?" 

6. Cynthia says to her husband Frank, "Have 
you been working out at the health club lately?" 
7. On her first appointment with Dr. Robert 
Hughes, Ms. Jeannine Miller says, "But Bob, 
I'm not sure that I can quit smoking.'' Dr. 
Hughes replies, "Well, Mrs. Miller, they're your 
lungs." 
8. Mary says to her son, Ricky, "Richard, I'd like 
to speak with you, if you please." 
9. Terry: "Why are you angry?" Fran: "I'm not 
angry!" Terry: "Well then why are you sitting 
there so quiet and rigid?" Fran: "Why are you 
always criticizing me?" 
10. Jack says to his younger sister, "Dad's 
taking me to the movies tonight." 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
D. DEFINITION9

                                                 
9This section on definition is from William Hughs, Critical Thinking: An Introduction to the Basic Skills, Broadview: Peterborough, Ontario, 
1997.  

 
 We have seen that the meaning of language 
depends upon its use and context, and that it is 
often difficult to say precisely what a word means 
if we ignore its use and context. Normally this is 
not a serious difficulty, for we can usually get by 
with a rough idea of what words mean as long as 
they are being used in ordinary contexts. But 
sometimes this casual approach is inadequate, 
and it becomes important to focus on the precise 
meanings of a word. When a lawyer explains what 

constitutes an assault, or a sales clerk says the 
microwave oven has a warranty, or a scientist 
talks about energy, we run the risk of 
misunderstanding if we fail to pay careful attention 
to the precise meanings of their words. These are 
the kinds of occasions when definitions are 
important; without them we may misunderstand 
what is being said. Of course, we also need defini-
tions when we come across a word we are 
unfamiliar with, or when a familiar word is being 
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used in an unfamiliar way. In these cases, it is not 
misunderstanding that we want to avoid, but not 
understanding at all. 
 To understand how definitions work we need to 
note the distinction between the sense of a term 
(sometimes called its intension) and its reference 
(or denotation or extension). The sense of a word 
is what we understand when we understand its 
meaning, and the reference is the class of things 
to which the word refers. The sense of the term 
bachelor, for example, is the concept of an 
unmarried male, and the reference of the term is 
the class of all bachelors in the universe, not only 
those who now exist but those who have existed in 
the past and may exist in the future. All words 
must have a sense, although some words, as we 
saw, have no reference. Words with no reference, 
however, are quite rare and, as we saw, pose 
special difficulties. 
 

The Purposes of Definition 
In order to understand how definitions work, we 
need to be aware of the different purposes for 
which definitions may be put forward. There are 
four main types. 
 
1. REPORTIVE DEFINITIONS: Report existing 
meanings 

The most common purpose of definitions is to 
convey the information needed to use a word 
correctly. The correct use of a word consists of its 
standard usage - how the word is in fact used by 
those who make regular use of it. When we want 
to know the meaning of a word in its standard 
usage, we need a reportive definition, i.e., one that 
reports its standard usage. Dictionaries always 
give reportive definitions. 
 Reportive definitions can sometimes be 
troublesome because it may not be clear whether 
or not a particular use can be regarded as part of 
the standard usage. For example, fifty years ago 
the word cohort was standardly used only to refer 
to a group of persons banded together. (This 
reflected its original meaning in Latin, where it 
referred to a military unit roughly akin to a 
platoon.) Now, however, it is usually used to refer 
to a friend or associate. The sentence Fred arrived 
with his cohort, if used to mean that Fred arrived 
with his friend, would have been incorrect fifty 
years ago, but is now usually accepted as correct. 
This shift in meaning was probably brought about 
by people who did not understand the old usage, 
and who were therefore using the word incorrectly, 
but the mistake has become so widespread that it 
is no longer regarded as incorrect. Only dedicated 
linguistic reactionaries continue to regard the new 
usage as incorrect. Except for cases where a 
meaning shift has not yet been accepted as 

standard usage, however, reportive definitions are 
usually quite straightforward. 
 
2. STIPULATIVE DEFINITIONS: Create new 
meanings 

Sometimes it is useful to be able to fix a 
particular meaning for a word. Someone who is 
writing a report on land use in Ontario would find it 
necessary to define the categories of land use that 
are being employed. The report would therefore 
stipulate how the words agricultural, residential, 
industrial, recreational, and so forth are being 
used. When we do this we are not attempting to 
report the standard usage, although it would 
clearly be foolish to depart radically from it. For 
many specific purposes, such as doing research 
or enacting legislation, it makes good sense to 
stipulate the precise meaning that is to be 
attached to key words. As long as this stipulated 
meaning is explicitly stated, there is no risk of 
misunderstanding, and there is an obvious gain in 
clarity and precision. 
 There is nothing to prevent us from inventing a 
new word by using a stipulative definition. For 
example, we might invent the word spinge to refer 
to the deposit that builds up between the bristles 
on a toothbrush, or the word tele-rape to refer to 
obscene telephone calls. We can also stipulate a 
new meaning for an old word: for example, using 
bubble to refer to a promise made by a politician. 
There is, however, no guarantee that these new 
words or uses will become part of the standard 
usage. This is likely to happen only when there is 
a need (or a perceived need) for the new term. If 
enough people think it is important to be able to 
talk about a new object or phenomenon or to refer 
to something in a new way, then a new word will 
usually be forthcoming, and will soon become part 
of standard usage. Until this happens, however, 
new words depend for their meaning upon 
stipulative definitions. 
 
3. EXPLICATIVE DEFINITIONS: Modify existing 
meanings in order to clarify or persuade 
 a. Improving meanings through explicative

Some definitions seek to shave, alter, or slightly 
change the meanings of terms so that they more 
effectively carry out one of their existing functions. 
These are called explicative definitions (also called 
an explication). Explicative definitions are similar 
to stipulative definitions in that the definer is 
attempting to alter the language. The difference is 
that in an explicative definition the job that the 
word is to do remains the same.  The word is 
altered to make it more effective at doing that job. 

 
definitions 
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 To be in a position to have an explicative 
definition accepted, one must be in some sort of 
position of authority or get the agreement of the 
others who will use the expression. Think of the 
IRS definition of the word "income," the 
psycho-medical definition of "paranoid," the 
logician's definition of "valid," a judge's explication 
to a jury of "probable cause," the kennel club's 
definition of "pure bred," the computer textbook's 
definition of "input device," and the definitions of 
"pride" and "false pride" in the exchange just 
above. These are all cases of taking ordinary 
words and preserving some piece of the standard 
use, while excluding other aspects of that use. 

b.Operational Definitions 
Sometimes it is important that terms be defined 
very precisely.  In science, for example, it is 
essential that each concept be defined in a way 
that specifies exactly when it can be applied and 
when it cannot. One way of achieving such 
precision is to establish a rule that the term is to 
be applied only when a specified test or operation 
yields a certain result. For example: 
 
A genius is anyone who scores over 140 on a 
standard I.Q. test. 
 
An operational definition in science increases the 
measurability and testability of the claims using 
the term.  Operational definitions are crucial to 
science, especially to the social sciences. When 
doing research in the natural or social sciences, it 
is almost always necessary to quantify the results 
in order to test hypotheses. This means that it is 
necessary to take measurements through some 
form of close observation in which something gets 
counted.  Many of the social sciences share the 
same terms with ordinary language (for example, 
power, anxiety, aggression, shy, poor, 
disadvantaged, disabled, narcissistic, and abuse). 
When doing research the investigator needs to 
provide definitions of these terms that will make 
possible the measurement process as well as the 
testing process. Such definitions are often called 
operational definitions. 
 The term "operational definition" first appeared 
in the writings of the physicist Percy Bridgeman 
(1939), although the idea behind the proposal 
reaches back to the early British empiricist 
philosophers of the 17th and 18th centuries. 
Bridgeman was worried about the fact that his 
discipline of physics was making reference to 
phenomena that seemed to be far beyond the 
reach of any possible observations by ordinary 
human sense capacities. Examples of these 

phenomena are not only subatomic particles, but 
also ordinary forces such as electromagnetism 
and gravitation. 
 Bridgeman believed that such a practice would 
place the hypotheses of science beyond the reach 
of observational testing. He proposed a technique 
of definition whereby all such terms should be 
defined only and completely by the "operations" 
that were used to detect what the terms referred 
to. Thus, for example, a simple operation to detect 
magnetic force in an object is to place iron filings 
near it and observe whether they move toward it. 
Bridgeman proposed the following definition: 
  ”X is magnetic" means "If iron filings are 
placed near X, then they will move towards X.'' 

There are many technical and logical 
objections to the proposal that operational 
definitions supply the complete meaning of the 
terms of any science. But the concern of 
Bridgeman is a real one, namely that terms be 
used in science (and elsewhere) in such a way 
that the hypotheses that incorporate them can be 
empirically tested. 
 Suppose, then, that you were interested in 
researching the relationship between anxiety and 
eating pickiness in children. Your hypothesis, let 
us say, was that anxious home environments will 
increase eating pickiness. You will first need to 
define "levels of anxiety" for the purposes of your 
study. You could do this on the basis of some 
standardized test administered to the child, or on 
the basis of a questionnaire to teachers, etc. Then 
you would have to define eating pickiness. 
Perhaps you could do it by creating a list of foods 
and having the parent check off the foods that the 
child is reluctant to eat. This is very complex due 
to ethnic differences in eating patterns, for 
example. 
 Some behavioral researchers and clinicians 
work with parents of autistic and other 
developmentally disabled children to try to 
eliminate troublesome, often very aggressive, 
behaviors. In the course of the research they may 
define, for a particular child, ''aggressive behavior'' 
as "any instance of hitting, biting, pinching, head 
banging, throwing objects, slamming hinged 
objects, inappropriate tearing, and putting objects 
in the mouth.'' Such an operational definition (by 
enumeration, see section later in this chapter) 
allows the researcher and the parent to record 
specific instances of aggression to be later 
quantified and correlated with environmental 
variables such as withdrawal of social attention 
(Mullen 1994). 
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 The point to note is how much room for 
maneuvering the social researcher has in defining 
his or her key terms. This means that when you 
see a media report that eating pickiness is caused 
by anxious home environments, or that racist acts 
on college campuses are on the increase, one of 
the things that you need to know is how these 
terms are defined operationally (that is, for the 
purposes of quantification in the study). 
 Operational definitions are commonly used 
outside science when defining terms that are used 
to distinguish things that form a continuum, such 
as the quality of meat, student performance, or 
degree of drunkenness.  Thus we have 
operational definitions for such terms as Grade A 
beef and legal intoxication. Operational definitions 
often arise initially as stipulative definitions, but 
may become part of the standard usage. 
 
4. ESSENTIALIST DEFINITIONS: attempt to 
express in succinct form a theory about the nature 
of what is being defined. 

Some words - such as justice, truth, love, 
religion, freedom, deity, death, law, peace, health, 
and science - refer to things or qualities that have 
considerable importance. When we ask What 
injustice? we are not asking for a reportive 
definition, since such a definition might reflect a 
widespread misconception about the essential 
nature of justice.  Nor would we be asking for a 
stipulative definition, since we can invent these for 
ourselves as easily as the next person. We are 
asking for a definition that reveals the essential 
nature of justice. 
 The correctness of an essentialist definition 
cannot be determined merely by an appeal to 
standard usage, like a reportive definition, nor by 
an appeal to its usefulness, like a stipulative 
definition. Essentialist definitions really need to be 
understood as compressed theories; they attempt 
to express in succinct form a theory about the 
nature of what is being defined. Thus, assessing 
an essentialist definition involves assessing a the-
ory, and this goes far beyond questions about the 
meaning of words. 
 These four purposes of definition are important 
since when we want to determine whether a 
definition is acceptable we must first decide its 
purpose. Good stipulative definitions and good 
essentialist definitions are usually inadequate 
reportive definitions, and good reportive definitions 
are usually unsatisfactory essentialist definitions. 

 
5. METHODS OF DEFINITION 
There are several different methods that can be 
used to define words. These methods can be used 
for reportive, stipulative, and essentialist 
definitions. 

a. Genus-Species  
The most common method of defining a word is to 
refer to a class (i.e., a genus) of which the term is 
a member and to specify how it is different from 
other members of the class (i.e., the species). For 
example: 
 
A sea-plane (term) is an airplane(genus) that is 
adapted for landing on and taking of if from a body 
of water. (Species) 
 
The definition states that a sea-plane is a member 
of the class of airplanes (i.e., it is a type of 
airplane) that is distinguished from other airplanes 
by being adapted for landing on and taking off 
from a body of water. 
 Most words can be defined using the 
genus-species method. Some, however, cannot 
because they lack a genus of which they are a 
member. A sea-plane is a member of the class of 
airplanes; an airplane is a member of the class of 
machines; a machine is a member of the class 
of...? At this point we have to look hard to find an 
appropriate class. We might use the class of 
systems: 
 
A machine is a system of interacting parts. 
 
But then what is the appropriate class for 
systems? At some point, the process of finding a 
genus-class must end, and at this point we can no 
longer use the genus-species method. 
 
b. Ostensive Definition 
Sometimes the meaning of a word can easily be 
conveyed by giving examples, either verbally or by 
pointing. If someone wants to know what a 
bassoon is, it may be sufficient to hold one up and 
say, “Here is a bassoon.”  Or we may point one 
out by saying, “The bald guy in the third row of the 
orchestra is playing a bassoon.” 

Sometimes it is necessary to give several 
examples in order to ensure that the meaning is 
clear. If we try to define vehicle ostensively, we will 
need to point to more than cars: we will also need 
to point to vans, trucks, busses, tractors, 
motorcycles, bicycles, and so on. If the range of 
examples given is too limited, we will have 
conveyed only part of the meaning of the term. 
 Using ostensive definitions for general terms 
can be problematic. If we attempt to define 
ostensively terms such as fairness or truth, it may 
be difficult for someone to grasp what the different 
examples have in common. For some words it is 
difficult to point to or give examples: for example, 
neutron, space, or history. And words that have no 
reference (for example, very, where, end forever) 
simply cannot be defined ostensively because 
there is nothing to point to. 
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c. Definition By Synonym  
Often all that is needed to define a word is to give 
a synonym. For example: 
 
Effulgent means the same as radiant. 
Obviously, this method only works for words that 
have more or less exact synonyms. Words that 
lack a synonym have to be defined using one of 
the other methods. And, of course, such 
definitions will only be helpful for someone who 
understands the meaning of the synonym. 
 
d. Contextual Definition  
Some words can best be defined by using the 
word in a standard context and providing a 
different sentence that does not use the word but 
has the same meaning. For example, the concept 
of logical strength used in this book can be 
defined as follows: 
 
This argument has logical strength means the 
same as The premises of this argument, if true, 
provide a justification for believing that its 
conclusion is true. 
 
6. ASSESSING REPORTIVE DEFINITIONS 
A good stipulative definition is one that fixes a 
precise meaning of a term in a way that will be 
useful for some specific purpose. A good 
essentialist definition is one that reflects a true or 
reasonable theory about the essential nature of 
the phenomenon to which the term refers. But 
what is a good reportive definition? The short 
answer to this question is that a good reportive 
definition of a word is one that tells us what others 
mean when they use the word and what others will 
understand us to mean when we use it. In other 
words, it will accurately describe the actual 
standard usage of the term. There are several 
ways in which a reportive definition can fail to be a 
good definition. 
 
TOO BROAD 
A definition is too broad when the defining phrase 
refers to some things that are not included in the 
reference of the term being defined. The definition 
 
A typewriter is a means of writing 
 
fails as a definition because the defining phrase (a 
means of writing) refers not only to typewriters but 
also to chalk, pens, and pencils, among other 
things. The definition is too broad because it 
includes more than it should. Here are some other 
examples of definitions that are too broad: 
 
Soccer is a game played with a ball. A beaver is 
an amphibious rodent, native to northeastern 

North America. A sofa is a piece of furniture 
designed for sitting. 
 
If we regard these not as definitions, but as 
statements, they are all true. Soccer is, obviously, 
a game played with a ball. In a sense, therefore, 
definitions that are too broad do not say anything 
that is actually false. It is when such statements 
are put forward as definitions that problems may 
arise. 
 
TOO NARROW 
A definition is too narrow when the defining phrase 
fails to refer to Some things that are included in 
the reference of the term being defined. The 
definition 
 
A school is an institution that aims at teaching 
children how to read and write 
 
is a bad definition because the defining phrase 
fails to refer to schools that do not aim at teaching 
children how to read and write, such as medical 
schools and dance schools. It is too narrow; it 
excludes these other kinds of schools. Here are 
some other examples of definitions that are too 
narrow: 
 
A parent is a person's mother or father. 
 
A farm is a place where crops are grown. 
 
A bigamist is a man who is married to two women 
at the same time. 
 
As with definitions that are too broad, definitions 
that are too narrow do not necessarily say 
anything that is false.  A true statement may be a 
bad definition. 
 
 
TOO BROAD AND TOO NARROW 
A definition can sometimes be too broad and too 
narrow at the same time. This happens when the 
defining phrase refers to some things to which the 
term does not (too broad) and also fails to refer to 
some things to which the term does (too narrow). 
For example: 
 
A pen is an instrument designed for writing words. 
 
This definition is too broad because it includes 
pencils and typewriters as well as pens, and it is 
too narrow because it fails to include pens that are 
designed for drawing pictures. 
 In order to determine whether a definition is 
too broad or too narrow, it is necessary to 
compare the reference of the term being defined 
with the reference of the defining phrase. Two 
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questions need to be asked: (I) does the reference 
of the defining phrase include things that are not 
included in the reference of the term being 
defined? If it does, then the definition is too broad. 
And (2) does the reference of the defining phrase 
exclude things that are included in the reference of 
the term? If it does, then the definition is too 
narrow. 
 Here are some examples of definitions that are 
both too broad and too narrow: 
 
Hockey is a game played on ice in Canada. 
 
A doctor is a person who treats physical ailments. 
 
A professor is a teacher who does research. 
 
CIRCULAR 
A circular definition is one that includes the term 
being defined (or its cognate) in the definition. For 
example: 
 
A golf ball is a small spherical object used in the 
game of golf. 
 
The problem here is obvious: anyone who does 
not already know what golf is, is not going to be 
enlightened by the definition. Circular definitions 
are therefore usually useless. 
 When a definition uses a cognate of the term 
being defined the circularity may be less obvious. 
For example: 
 
A surgeon is a person who practices surgery. 
 
This definition is circular because surgeon and 
surgery are cognates (i.e., they come from the 
same root.) Circular definitions involving cognates 
may not always be useless, however, since a 
person may know the meaning of one and not the 
other. 
 People do not often put forward circular 
definitions that are as blatant as these examples. 
But sometimes a pair of definitions, neither of 
which is itself circular, can lead to a kind of 
circularity when taken together. If someone 
defines freedom as the absence of coercion, and 
then defines coercion as the absence of freedom, 
the definitions taken together are circular and 
therefore likely to be useless. 
 
OBSCURE 
A definition can also be useless when it fails, 
through the use of vague, obscure, or 
metaphorical language, to express clearly the 
meaning of the term being defined. Consider the 
following definitions: 
 

A marathon is a long foot-race A grampus is a 
kind of blowing, spouting, blunt-headed, 
dolphin-like cetacean. A fact is anything that rubs 
the corners off our prejudices. 
 
The first of these definitions uses a vague 
expression (long) that leaves the meaning of the 
term somewhat obscure. The second uses a 
scientific term (cetacean) that is likely to be 
unenlightening (to non-biologists, at least.) The 
third is likely to be uninformative because it uses a 
metaphor (rubs the corners off). In most 
circumstances these definitions will be unsat-
isfactory. However, a definition that uses an 
obscure technical term may nevertheless be 
correct (for example, the second of the above 
definitions), and if we want to have a precise 
understanding of the term we will have to look for 
a definition of the obscure term and hope that it is 
not equally obscure. 
 

 
7. ASSESSING STIPULATIVE AND 
ESSENTIALIST DEFINITIONS 
The errors in the last section describe five different 
ways in which a definition can fail to convey 
adequately the standard usage of a term. Stipula-
tive and essentialist definitions, however, are not 
intended to convey the standard usage of a term.  
Stipulative definitions are intended to establish a 
new or restricted meaning for a term and cannot, 
therefore, be criticized for failing to convey 
adequately the standard usage of the term. 
Essentialist definitions are intended to describe 
the essential nature of something, and since there 
is no guarantee that the standard usage of a term 
will reflect a correct understanding of its essence, 
we cannot criticize an essentialist definition for 
failing to convey the standard usage of the term. 
How, then, are such definitions to be assessed? 
 Stipulative and essentialist definitions are 
always put forward for a specific purpose. 
Whatever their purpose, they must enable the 
audience to know how to use the term in 
accordance with its stipulated or essential 
meaning, and this means that they should not be 
obscure or circular. For example, if a report 
defined an offensive weapon as 
 
anything that can be used to inflict harm on 
another person 
 
we could criticize it for being vague, even though 
we recognize that it is intended as a stipulative 
definition. Similarly, the definition 
 
love is essentially a mutual loving dependency 
between two people 
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is clearly circular.  Except in contexts where a 
definition has a humorous purpose, obscurity and 
circularity will be grounds for criticism. 
 A more serious problem can arise when a 
stipulative or essentialist definition of a term is 
significantly different from the standard usage of 
the term. The fact that the two meanings are 
different is not by itself a problem, but it can lead 
to misunderstanding and confusion. It might be 
reasonable for some purposes to stipulate the 
meaning of heat wave as a period of at least three 
successive days in which the high temperature ex-
ceeds 100 degrees. But if the high temperatures 
over the past week were 98, 105, 105, 98, 105, 
105, and 98, we would be puzzled if someone 
denied we were in a heat wave.  Anyone who uses 
such a stipulative definition should remind us of 
this fact; for example, by saying, Technically, this 
doesn't count as a heat wave. 
 The possibilities for misunderstanding are 
increased when the term being given a stipulative 
or essentialist definition lacks a clear and precise 
usage, since the discrepancy between the 
ordinary usage and the defined meaning may not 
be immediately apparent. Worse, terms whose 
ordinary meaning is somewhat vague often stand 
in the greatest need of a more precise definition; 
for example, conflict of interest, sexual 
harassment, potentially violent offender, 
dangerous level of PCBs, mental abnormality, pol-
lutant, and national security. For bureaucratic or 
legal reasons, such terms may need to have a 
precise meaning assigned, and it is extremely 
important to be aware of the possible meaning 
shifts that may deliberately or inadvertently be 
involved. 
 These meaning shifts can best be described 
by reference to the concepts of too broad and too 
narrow. We have seen that in order to determine 
whether a reportive definition is too broad or too 
narrow we compare the reference classes of the 
defining phrase and the term being defined. This 
same comparison allows us to determine whether 
the reference of a stipulative or essentialist 
definition of a term is broader or narrower than the 
standard usage of the term. Consider the following 
stipulative definition, taken from section 2 of the 
Narcotic Control Act of Canada. 
 
"Narcotic addict" means a person who, through 
the use of narcotics, (a) has developed a desire or 
need to continue to take a narcotic or, (b) has 
developed a psychological or physical 
dependence on the effect of a narcotic. 
 
This definition is broader than the standard usage 
of the term, since it regards a person who has 
developed a desire to continue to take a narcotic 
as an addict. We must be careful, however, in 

making claims about standard usage. Do those 
who commonly use these terms in fact agree that 
someone who, through the use of narcotics, has 
developed a desire to continue to take a narcotic, 
would not be called a narcotic addict? Most people 
would probably want to say that such a person is 
in danger of becoming an addict, but if the desire 
is not a strong one and is easily and regularly 
overcome they would likely deny that such a 
person is an addict. If this is the standard usage of 
the term narcotic addict, we can conclude that the 
definition contained in the Narcotic Control Act is a 
broad one. 
 If we want to criticize such a definition, 
however, we must do more than point out that it is 
broader or narrower than the standard usage. The 
question is whether the broader or narrower 
definition has desirable or undesirable 
consequences. In some cases it may be desirable 
to broaden or narrow the scope of a term, and in 
other cases not. There is nothing sacred about 
standard usage, so such questions are always 
debatable. These debates sometimes raise 
important questions of social policy. More 
commonly, however, it is only necessary to 
remember that a stipulative or essentialist 
definition of a term gives a different (i.e., broader 
or narrower) meaning than the term has in its 
standard usage. For example, when the 
theologian Paul Tillich defines atheist as a person 
who lacks what he calls ultimate concern, it is 
important for the reader to be aware that Tillich's 
definition is significantly different from the ordinary 
usage of the term. 

 
8. PERSUASIVE OR RHETORICAL 
DEFINITIONS: MANIPULATING LANGUAGE 
FOR RHETORICAL ADVANTAGE 
When the meaning of a word is altered in the 
course of a debate or argument just to enhance a 
person's rhetorical position in the argument it is 
called a persuasive definition

 Example 1: Abortion.  If you are arguing 
against the morality and legality of 

. The rhetorical goal 
of argumentation is the goal of persuading some 
audience.  So a persuasive definition is an 
explicative or stipulative definition that is provided 
only for the purposes of rhetorical advantage.   

abortion and 
define abortion as the killing of an unborn child or 
the murder of an unborn baby, these would be a 
purely persuasive definitions.  The use of the 
words kill together with child and murder with baby 
have a very powerful rhetorical impact.  However, 
by definition a baby or child is already born and 
killing either one is already illegal and considered 
highly immoral.  The issues of the status of a fetus 
is the real unsettled issue, so the definitions serve 
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no purpose whatever, other than being emotively 
persuasive.  The common labels “pro life” and “pro 
choice” are also just rhetorically persuasive labels.  
If you are “pro life” that would make your opponent 
“anti life” and if you are pro choice” that would 
make your opponent “anti choice.”  Likewise, if a 
“pro choice” definition of abortion is “the removal 
of unwanted tissue,” this makes it seem not even 
to be a moral issue.  This definition would not 
distinguish abortion from an appendectomy, 
having your gall bladder removed, having skin 
removed in a face lift, or even clipping your 
toenails.  All these would be “removal of unwanted 
tissue.”  The definition trivializes abortion and 
serves only to give the “pro choice” view a 
rhetorical advantage. 
 Example 2: Patriot  If you are arguing that 
anyone who disobeys an order from his 
government cannot be a "patriot

 In the great popular culture debates of our time 
(foreign policy, racism, poverty, sexism, the status 
of homosexuals), there is a constant struggle over 
the language in which the debate is framed. This 
struggle can be seen as attempts to create 
persuasive definitions and have them widely 
accepted. Here is an example from foreign policy. 

," it would be 
useful to define ''patriot" as one who is willing to 
give even one's life for one's government. In the 
definition you have used the term ''government" 
rather than ''country," or "fellow citizens," etc. This 
use enhances the rhetorical position of your side 
in the argument just by altering the meaning of 
''patriot." 

 Example 3: Terrorism  The U.S. State 
Department has an official definition of terrorism

 On the other hand, the U.S. does not want to 
be in the position of using that word, even by 
implication, against those who are its allies. When 
French agents blow up the Greenpeace ship, the 
Israeli secret police assassinate the PLO leader, 
the U.S. sponsored Contra rebels kill American aid 
workers, or government soldiers in El Salvador kill 
Jesuit priests, the U.S. does not want to be forced 
to give any of these actions the label of 

"terrorism." To do so would weaken the force that 
the word has to condemn those whom the U.S. 
government determines are our enemies. After all, 
if the friends of the U.S. are terrorists, how bad 
can terrorism really be? So the definition of 
terrorism needs to be crafted very carefully, and it 
may need to change over time. If one of the 
important allies of the U.S. engages in repeated 
actions that fit the definition, it may be necessary 
to change the definition in order to avoid calling 
friends "terrorists." 

.  
This definition was not taken out of the dictionary, 
but was constructed in order to serve the interests 
of U.S. foreign policy.   It is, in other words, an 
explicative definition.  It is in the interests of U.S. 
foreign policy to be able to condemn the Libyan 
and Syrian supported groups of Lebanese and 
Palestinians who hijack airplanes, bomb airports, 
and the like.  It is useful to be able to put the 
immense negative power of the word "terrorist" to 
work against such groups. 

 According to the U.S. Department of State, an 
act is a terrorist act if all of the following are true: 

1. It is a violent or threatening act. 
2. It is deliberately directed against 
noncombatants. 
3. It is done for some political motive. 
4. It is carried out by non-military agents. 

For one who wants to call only his enemies 
''terrorists,'' there is a lot of room for maneuvering 
in this definition. Who is a noncombatant? When 
Israeli agents assassinated a PLO political 
operative, the State Department after a long 
debate declared it not to be terrorism, claiming 
that the political operative had organized PLO 
raids and was thus a military target. When U.S. 
planes attempted to assassinate Muhammar 
Khadafi, it was not terrorism since it was carried 
out by the military.  Of course, when someone 
shoots up a store because he has just been fired 
from his job there, it is not terrorism since there is 
no political motive. It is a universal practice to 
attempt to control language to assist your side of 
an issue. You either master language by 
understanding its potential for manipulation, or it 
controls you. 

Example 4: Racism  Suppose that a social 
researcher wants to measure the level of racism in 
American society. A difficult preliminary will be to 
define "racism

 What sort of actions should count as racist? 
Surely hate crimes, even verbal displays of hatred 
based only upon race are examples of racism.  
But if a white person refuses to sell a next door 
property to a nonwhite just because she believes 
that the value of her other property will decrease, 
is that racist?  If a black person refuses to rent to 
a white because he is afraid of gentrification, is 

." This is a necessary step in the 
procedure of constructing a measure of racism. 
We cannot measure what we cannot define. 
Should "racist" be defined in terms of attitudes, 
and if so which attitudes? Perhaps a person is not 
a racist unless she has acted upon some sort of 
racially defined belief or attitude. 
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that racist? If a person opposes mandatory busing 
or affirmative action, is he or she racist? Some 
claim that the very definition of "racist" prevents 
the term from applying to members of recently 
discriminated against groups. This implies that, by 
definition, only white Anglo-Saxon Protestants 
(WASPs) can be racists. 
 These are very difficult issues for a social 
scientist who is studying racism to confront. If the 
social scientist's politics leads him to emphasize 
the negative effects of white domination of 
American institutions, then he is likely to define 
"racism'' very broadly, and so he will find it very 
prevalent. More politically conservative social 
scientists will be likely to define "racism" narrowly 
in terms of some specific set of behaviors, and so 
will find less racism in American society. In this 
case it is almost impossible for the researcher to 
investigate racism without making a political stand 
in the way that it is defined. 

 
Conclusion 

Defining words is an art. It requires good judgment 
to know what kind of definition is appropriate in 
any particular context. Compilers of dictionaries 
attempt to provide definitions that can serve in a 
very broad range of contexts, but even they make 
no claim to give a full and complete account of the 
meanings of words. They do not, for example, at-
tempt to cover slang, dialect, or metaphorical 
uses. 
 Most of us are not writers of dictionaries, and 
we only attempt to provide definitions when a 
particular need arises. Sometimes we are asked 

what a word means. A friend asks what the 
difference is between disinterested and 
uninterested. A German tourist asks what street 
means. A child asks what obstetrician means. In 
such circumstances, there is no need to give a full 
definition: we need only provide enough 
information to remove the questioner's ignorance. 
The friend may only need to be told that 
disinterested means the same as impartial. The 
German tourist only needs to be informed that 
street means strasse. The child will be content if 
told that obstetrician means baby-doctor. The 
appropriate kind of answer is one that meets the 
needs of the questioner, and this is usually less 
than a full reportive definition. 
 Sometimes, however, we need to define a 
word because we want to increase or deepen our 
understanding. This is likely to arise with terms 
that are abstract or stand for a complex object or 
phenomenon; we often have a general idea of 
what they mean and can point to examples, but 
find it very difficult to say precisely what they 
mean. For most people, the following terms fall 
into this category: energy, classical, crime, 
psychiatry, nation, pornography, religion, 
imagination, evil, illness, cause, and trust. These 
are important matters, and if we want to increase 
our understanding of them we must attempt to 
ensure that we have a clear understanding of the 
words. But even here we do not usually want a full 
reportive definition. Often we are interested in only 
one sense of the word (for example, energy as a 
scientific term), and sometimes we want only to be 
able to distinguish between similar things (for 
example, between psychiatry and psychology). 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Exercise D 1 
What errors are committed by the following 
definitions? (Assume a context in which they have 
been put forward as reportive definitions.) . 
1. Poetry is an art form that uses words to 
communicate ideas and images. 
 
2. A snowplough is an implement designed to 
remove snow. 
 
3. Restoration is the process or activity of 
restoring something to its former condition. 
 
4. A tritone is the musical interval of an 
augmented fourth, or a diminished fifth. 
 

5. A stapler is a device for fastening pages 
together. 
 
6. A nurse is a woman who is trained to look after 
the sick. 
 
7. A bungalow is a one-story building. 
 
8. The United Nations is an organization aimed at 
fostering co-operation and peace between 
nations. 
 
9. A sport is any activity involving competition 
between individuals or groups of individuals. 
 

 
Exercise D2: Questions for Discussion 
Comment upon the following: 
1. Waterboarding is not torture, since it leaves no 
marks or scars. 
 
2. A psychological disorder is any personal way of 
perceiving or interpreting events which is used 

repeatedly in spite of its consistent failure (From 
G.A. Kelly, Personality Theory and Research 
[Toronto: John Wiley and Sons, 1970], p. 240) 
 
3. The term suicide is applied to all cases of 
death resulting directly or indirectly from a positive 
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or negative act of the victim himself, which he 
knows will produce his death (from Emile 
Durkheim, Suicide: A Study in Sociology, trans. 
Spalding and Simpson [New York: Free Press, 
1966], p. 44). 
 
4. No person is criminally responsible for an act 
committed or an omission made while suffering 
from a mental disorder that rendered the person 
incapable of appreciating the nature and quality of  
the act or omission or of knowing that it was wrong 
(from the Criminal Code of Canada, section 
16.(I)). 
 
5. Socialism. Principle that individual freedom 
should be completely subordinated to interests of 
community, with any deductions that may be 
correctly or incorrectly drawn from it, e.g. 
substitution of co-operative for competitive 
production, national ownership of land & capital, 
State distribution of produce, free education & 
feeding of children... (from Concise Oxford 
Dictionary, 1934 edition). 
 

6. Full-time Student: A full-time student is one who 
(i) is geographically available and visits the 
campus regularly, (ii) is not regularly employed, 
save in the most exceptional circumstances, for 
more than an average of 10 hours per week 
during any period in which the student is 
registered as a full-time graduate student, and (iii) 
is not employed outside the University except by 
the Advisor's permission; and in light of the 
foregoing is designated as a full-time graduate 
student (from University of Guelph, Graduate 
Calendar, 1994-1996, p. 161). 
 
7. Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful 
feelings...recollected in tranquillity (from William 
Wordsworth, Preface to Lyrical Ballads, I 800). 
 
8. A cynic is a person who knows the price of 
everything and the value of nothing (attributed to 
Oscar Wilde). 
 
9. Liberty is the right to do whatever the law 
permits.

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
E. THE EMOTIVE POWER OF LANGUAGE 
a. Emotive meaning:  The emotive meaning of 
words, sometimes referred to as connotation, is 
their ability to create positive or negative feelings 
that are independent of the feeling towards their 
denotations.  
b. Euphemism: The word or expression "X" is a 
euphemism for "Y" if "X" and "Y" have the same 
denotation and ''X'' is substituted for "Y" in order 
to create a more positive feeling than a clear 
understanding of the denotation of ''Y" would 
evoke. 
c. Dysphemism: "X" is a dysphemism for "Y" if 
"X" and "Y" have the same denotation and "X'' is 
substituted for "Y" in order to create a more 
negative feeling than a clear understanding of the 
denotation of "Y'' would evoke.  
 Some phrases have an interesting and 
somewhat mysterious power to create strong 
positive or negative responses in their audience, 
independent of the responses that the audience 
would be expected to have to the denotations of 
the words. You would expect, for example, 
parents of murder victims to be horrified by the 
news of their children's death. The death itself 
(that is, the denotation of the words used to 
describe it) would provoke this response.  But 
words themselves have the power to heighten or 
lessen the feelings that normally accompany 
recognition of some fact. The way the murder is 
described, the words that are used, will affect the 
degree of immediate response from the parent. 

Using "hacked to death" will produce a greater 
emotional response than "caused to die by a 
wood chopping instrument." 
 Using emotive power can be effective when it 
is appropriate to heighten feelings (as when a 
commander prepares the troops for battle) or 
lessen feelings (as when bad news is reported). 
In both cases there is an intent at some 
deception, but perhaps to good purpose.   
 It is even possible to reverse the normal 
emotional response, to create positive feelings 
when negative ones would be expected and to 
create negative feelings when positive ones 
would be expected. We may expect negative 
feelings associated with "cemetery,'' "nuclear 
waste," or ''garbage dump," but we are able to 
create positive or neutral responses with 
"memorial park,'' "spent fuel," or "landfill." We 
may expect neutral or positive feelings 
associated with "Democrats" or "young 
professional," but we can poison the waters just 
by using "Kennedy liberals" or "yuppie." The use 
of euphemism and dysphemism is an attempt to 
manipulate an audience to make a value 
judgment, rather than to argue that the value 
judgment is correct.  
 
Euphemisms and slurs 
Words that denote unpleasant things seem to 
have a history, in the sense that it takes time for 
their full emotional impact to catch up to the 
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word. The word "park," when denoting a place, 
has a pleasant, peaceful, and "green" 
association. If there is a place that normally 
would create negative feelings when thought 
about, these negative feelings can be smoothed 
over by calling it a "park.'' So "memorial park" 
replaces "cemetery." There was a time, no doubt, 
when "cemetery," (coming from the Latin 
"coemeterium" meaning "sleeping chamber'') 
replaced "graveyard." And "graveyard," with its 
nice association with our "backyard" had replace 
the too descriptive "burial ground." In regard to 
the ever-handy "park,'' think of the use of 
"industrial park". Can we expect "landfill" to 
become a "refuse park" in the near future? 
 Great attention is paid in contemporary times 
to the proper words used to describe groups that 
have been or continue to be discriminated 
against. These groups include racial, ethnic, 
gender, and handicapped persons. There are 
some words used to describe members of these 
groups that never had any function other than to 
insult and wound. These are slurs. There are 
other terms that at one time were legitimate, 
carrying no intent to wound, but were later 
replaced. Words like ''colored people," "blind," 
"Orientals," "cripples," "deaf," have been rejected 
at least by some users in favor of "Black" or 
"African American", "Asians'', "handicapped" or 
"physically challenged," and "hearing impaired." 

We have emphasized the uncontrolled, 
democratic nature of the English language. In 
this sense no one is in charge of these words, so 
each person has a right to use the words that he 
or she deems appropriate. Slurs, of course, have 
no use but to wound people and, since we do not 
have the right to wound people, we have no right 
to use slurs. 
 Terms like "Black" or "African American," 
"Oriental" or "Asian," ''handicapped" or 
"physically challenged" or "differentially abled" 
were never intended as slurs, and so it would 
seem to be consistent with the democratic nature 
of the language that each person has the right to 
decide which to use. Another alternative would be 
to allow each group member or each group to 
decide how he or she or the group is to be 
denoted. This goes against the grain of the 
democratic nature of language and is likely 
therefore to meet with resistance and resentment 
(for example, "Who are you to tell me how to 
talk?"). It would be likely also to lead to confusion 
on the part of users as to which is the correct 
term to use. This is a situation that exists to some 
extent today, where great importance is placed 
by some upon whether, for example, "Hispanic" 
or "Latino" is used. The traditionally democratic 
nature of language would seem to call for 
tolerance in word selection. 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Exercise E1:  Are the following euphemisms or dysphemisms?  
What are the appropriate neutral equivalents? 
nuclear exchange  
cripple  
revenue enhancements  
vertical transport corps  
landfill  
air support  
negative economic growth  
development officer  
holistic grading (of essays)  
juvenile delinquents 

bureaucrat  
smart bomb  
Dept. of Human Kinetics  
industrial park  
garbage man  
friendly fire  
Office of Human Resources  
incontinent ordnance  
young hoodlums  
Office of Intellectual Capital 
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Questions for Review of Chapter 4 
1. What is the relation between thought and language?   
2. What is the relation between language and logic? 
3. What is a sign, a symbol, a concept word? 
4. What is the relation between words, concepts and 
referents? 
5. What are symbolic and literal discourse and the 
typical function of each?  Why is recognizing the 
difference important? 
6. What are the main theories of language and why 
don’t some of them work? 
7. What is phenomenology and why is it important? 
8. What is philosophical hermeneutics and why is it 
important? 
9.  How are phenomenology and philosophical 
hermeneutics different in how they view philosophy, 
science, and religion? 
10. What is the difference between ambiguity and 
vagueness? Semantical versus syntactical ambiguity? 
11. What is a metamessage? 
12. What is the purpose of definitions? 
13. What types of definition are there and what is the 
function of each? 
14. Distinguish:  dysphemism, euphemism, slur, 
emotive meaning   
 
Choose the best Answer: 
1. Which of a through d is false? A) The purpose of 
language is to achieve logical and literal clarity and 
avoid imprecision            b) Language is a system of 
signs, which are intentional and point beyond 
themselves.   c) The most powerful type of sign is the 
symbol.    D) Meanings that exist in a language are the 
result of human creation that result from and depend 
upon convention and social agreement.        E) None 
of a through are false  
 
2. Which of a through d is false? A) Symbolic 
discourse aims at a felt sense of meaningfulness as 
opposed to literal or conceptual meaning which aims 
at conceptual clarity.          B) For something to be a 
referent, it must be something we can experience with 
the senses   c) a concept word is a sign that stands for 
a concept    d) “greenness” is an example of a concept 
word     e) none of these are false 
 
3.  Which of a through d is false? A) To think of 
humans without language is to not be thinking of 
humans.   B) Human life as we know it is unintelligible 
and unimaginable apart from language use.  C) There 
is an integral relation between language and thought.     
D) Thinking is strictly private to individuals and 
language is a public expression of this.  E) none of 
these are false  
 
4. Without identity and non contradiction  a) it would 
be impossible to distinguish one thought or sentence 
from another.          b) nothing would have any identity 
and whatever would be true or false of one sentence 
would be indistinguishable from what is true or false of 
any other.     c)  making any decision would be 
impossible     d) all these    e) none of these 
 
5.  Which of these is true?   a) Linguistic 
communication depends upon thought and thought 
depends upon making distinctions.  b) Distinctions 
depend upon identity, that something is either A or not 
A and cannot be both (the law of non contradiction).  
c) Therefore without the law of non contradiction 
thought and communication would be impossible       

d) c follows from a & b and constitutes a valid 
argument    e) all these are true 
 
6.  Which of a through d is true? A) meaningful 
thought is impossible without language, and meaning 
is not something in our minds   b) meaning exists 
independently of language        c)  language is a 
medium for transmitting meaning    d) the basic unit of 
meaning is the concept           e) none are false 
 
7. Which of these said to be a more democratic 
language?  a) French    b) computer language           
c) English   d) Hebrew   e) All are equally democratic 
 
8.  Creates a new meaning a) stipulative definition               
b) reportive definition     c) operational definition        d) 
all these        e) none of these 
 
9. In deciding whether the definition of “person” should 
include a fetus, when arguing about the morality of 
abortion one should   a) consult a dictionary               
b) consult a biologist     c) consult the Bible     d) none 
of these    e) all of these 
 
10.  Which of these is a stipulative definition?             
a) I will use the term "discults" in the following pages to 
refer to the rural poor and the urban ghetto dwellers, 
and to no one else.    b) A movie star is someone like 
Gene Hackman or Glenn Close.     c) A religious 
person is someone who practices a religion like 
Judaism. Buddhism, etc.     d) A terrorist is a person 
who injures civilians in pursuing his or her political 
objectives.       e) A brother is a male sibling. 
 
11. Which of a through e is false?  A) Any identity 
already carries with it some of the conditions of 
interpretation and meaningfulness.  B) We can never 
intelligibly talk about the “world-in-itself” or “facts-in-
themselves.”  Facts are always interpreted.  C) a fact 
is the result of the best reasoning and evidence 
available at a given time and is our only approach to 
what we call “truth.”   D)  Without identity and non 
contradiction making any judgments and decisions 
would be impossible.  E) It should be open to any 
individual at any time to use and modify language 
however he or she wants to 
 
12. Language is a system of signs, which are 
intentional and point beyond themselves.   T  F 
 
13. The most powerful type of sign is the symbol. T F     
 
14. According to the chapter, meanings that exist in a 
language are entirely the result of human creation that 
result from and depend upon convention and social 
agreement.T F 
 
15. We cannot measure or draw conclusions about 
what we cannot define.   T  F 
 
16. Metamessages are the meanings that language 
does not convey literally.   T  F 
 
17. Since language fills many different functions, 
varies in meaning with context, intonation, expression, 
etc., and because we do not all use language 
uniformly, we must be very alert to other possible 
meanings of what we say.   T  F 
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18. Without explicitly or implicitly defining racism, the 
claims about it should not be assumed to be true or 
even to make any sense at all.   T  F 
 
19. College professors make millions of dollars a year            
a) semantical ambiguity  b) syntactical ambiguity                  
c) grouping ambiguity    d) vagueness 
 
20. Newspaper headline: "Police Kill 6 Coyotes After 
Mauling of Man.”   a) semantical ambiguity                  
b) syntactical ambiguity       c) grouping ambiguity     d) 
vagueness 
 
21. A doctor says to a patient who has just suffered a 
heart attack: “I recommend that you lower your 
consumption of saturated fat.”   a) semantical 
ambiguity  b) syntactical ambiguity    c) grouping 
ambiguity                 d) vagueness 
 
22. Which of these is more vague? (a) The wine 
turned to vinegar.  (b) The wine turned out to be 
vinegar. 
 
23. A metamessage is a) the literal meaning of a 
communication    b) additional meaning beyond the 
literal meaning   c) always more important than the 
literal meaning    d) is always less important than the 
literal meaning     e) b & c 
 
24. Which of these is true?   a) A persuasive definition 
is an explicative definition that is provided only for the 
purpose of gaining a rhetorical advantage    b) We 
cannot measure or draw conclusions about what we 
cannot define.    c) Metamessages are the meanings 
that language does not convey literally.      d) Since 
language fills many different functions, varies in 
meaning with context, intonation, expression, etc., and 
because we do not all use language uniformly, we 
must be very alert to other possible meanings of what 
we say.   e) all are 
 
25. The goal of any definition is to    A) refine the 
boundaries of meaning to the extent needed.  B) give 
the essential or real properties of a kind of thing so 
that it includes all things referred to and excludes all 
things not referred to by the term being defined.         
C) enumerate all the things being defined      D) Give a 
clear example of what is being defined    e) all these 
 
26. Which of these is a technique used in definitions?  
a) enumerate all the things being defined        b) Give 

a clear example    c) point to an example   d) give 
synonyms      e) all these 
 
27. A guillible person is a person who can be fooled.  
This definition violates which rule?    a) avoid 
circularity           b) avoid vague or less familiar words     
c) avoid being too narrow or too broad     d) this is a 
rhetorical definition        e) violates no rule 
 
28. Liberty is a political condition in which people are 
free.  This definition violates which rule?    a) avoid 
circularity     b) avoid vague or less familiar words       
c) avoid being too narrow or too broad     d) this is a 
rhetorical definition        e) violates no rule 
 
29. A lie is a false statement. This definition violates 
which rule?    a) avoid circularity       b) avoid vague or 
less familiar words   c) avoid being too narrow or too 
broad      d) violates no rule 
 
30. Novice: a person who is relatively unskilled in a 
given activity.  This definition violates which rule?     a) 
avoid circularity  b)avoid vague or less familiar words   
c) avoid being too narrow or too broad          d) this is a 
rhetorical definition   e) violates no rule 
 
31. A conspiracy is a collusion in machination.   This 
definition violates which rule?    a) avoid circularity     
b) avoid vague or less familiar words     c) avoid being 
too narrow or too broad     d) this is a rhetorical 
definition    e) violates no rule 
 
32. Without explicitly or implicitly defining a key term in 
an important debate, for example racism, the claims 
about it should not be assumed to be true or even to 
make any sense at all.   T  F 
 
33.  Which of these is a stipulative definition?             
a) I will use the term "discults" in the following pages to 
refer to the rural poor and the urban ghetto dwellers, 
and to no one else.    b) A movie star is someone like 
Gene Hackman or Glenn Close.      c) A religious 
person is someone who practices a religion like 
Judaism. Buddhism, etc.     d) A terrorist is a person 
who injures civilians in pursuing his or her political 
objectives.     e) A brother is a male sibling. 
 
34. Which of these was shown to be widely believed 
but untenable (not believable) view of meaning  a) 
reference theory   b) idea theory   c) meaning as use   
d) a & b   e)  all were said to be untenable 
 

Answers will be provided in class 
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