KNOWLEDGE AND LANGUAGE

Knowledge and language are interrelated in a variety of ways,
psychological, logical, metaphysical; and there are problems of
different types concerning them. We shall select here one problem
for our discussion, although some other related problems also
will be discussed. Our main problem is to determine the nature
of knowledge which is usually called understanding a sentence.
This understanding is a form of knowing, for to understand a
sentence is nothing but to know what it means, although not
necessarily its truth or falsity. We may note here, firstly, that
we are solely concerned with the knowledge which one has when
one hears, reads, remembers or otherwise knows a sentence, but
not the knowledge which a speaker may happen to convey to
others through a sentence. The speaker or writer of a sentence
very often conveys mental states other than knowledge through
sentences, but the hearer or the reader invariably has to know
the meaning of a sentence which can of course then cause other
reactions in him.! We shall say roughly that we are interested
in determining the nature of the knowledge which a hearer of
a sentence has when he understands it. The second point which
we note here is that we are concerned with the literal meaning
of the sentence, not with any suggested or implied meaning which
it may have. Occasionally, however, we shall make statements
which we intend to be true of both literal and non-literal meanings
of sentences. On such occasions we shall use ¢ ( literal or non-
literal )* before ‘ meaning’. The justification for our primary
interest in literal meaning of sentences may be found in the fact
that even where a sentence has non-literal meaning we know it
only by knowing its literal meaning first.

We assume here that anyone who understands the (literal
or non-literal ) meaning of a sentence already knows the meaning
of each of the words occurring in the sentence, i.e., knowledge
of the meaning of the words occurring in a sentence is a neces-
sary, although not a sufficient, condition of knowing the meaning
of the sentence as a whole. Now this assumption implies not
merely that the knowledge of meanings of words is different from
the knowledge of the meanings of sentences in which they occur,
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but also that the knowledge of the meaning of every word is a
precondition of the knowledge of the meaning of sentences. This
is possible only if the meaning of every word is known before the
meaning of a sentence is known. This assumption, however, may
seem to lead to a difliculty in the case of the so-called syncate-
gorematic words. Words are usually classified into categorematic
and syncategorematic words®, according as the words can or
cannot mean anything by themselves without the help of other
words. So it may be supposed that they do not have any meaning
at all independently of the context in which they have to occur
in order to be a part of significant discourse. But this seems
to be a mistake, for to say that a syncategormatic word is meaning-
ful only in context is not to say that it is the whole context which
alone has a meaning, but not the individual words which consti-
tute the context. Every word, categorematic or syncategore-
matic (or acategorematic ) must have a meaning, for a word is
defined to be a letter or a group of letters which has a meaning.
Thus, adverbs, prepositions, conjunctions, interjections, all have
meaning just as nouns, adjectives and verbs. We have therefore,
to admit that what is meant by a word cannot in every case be
an entity or a substance. The grammatical distinction between
the different parts of speech seems to presuppose different cate-
gories of reality. To be real® is not necessarily to be capable
of being named, although we may hold that there is nothing real
about which we cannot speak.* This might also explain why we
cannot know the meaning of a syncategorematic word by itself
or why a syncategorematic word has to be supplemented by the
necessary number of categorematic words if we are to know its
meaning. For if a syncategorematic word by itsell means a
feature of reality which is not an entity, its knowledge also will
involve knowledge of some entity or the other. We presuppose
here the principle that if something is relative then it cannot also
be known by itself. Thus a relation can be known only if its
terms are known, the meaning of a word for a relation can be
known only when the word is supplemented by words meaning

the terms of the relation. Take, for example, the preposition
‘up’. Its meaning is given by a single word in dictionaries, but
neither it nor its synonyms by themselves can produce a know-
ldege of their meaning in their hearer. What we assume is that
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in order to know the meaning of a sentence one must know already
the meaning of every word occurring in that sentence; and this
assumption is consistent with the theory that we can know the
meaning of syncategorematic words only when they are used in
a context and that their meaning can be learnt only from their
use in some context. What we deny when we make the assump-
tion is that no one should learn the meaning of any syncategore-
matic word which may be occurring in a sentence gfter or at
the time of, his knowing the meaning of the sentence. He may
indeed hear a sentence in which unknown words occur, then he
may learn the meaning of the unknown words from their occur-
rences in that very sentence and then know its meaning.

Our assumption therefore, denies that it is sentences which
are primarily meaningful, and that words come to acquire what-
ever meaning they have only from their use in sentences. It is
sometimes said that this theory of the primary meaning of sen-
tences is justified by the epistemological theory that judgement
is the unit of knowing. It is argued that just as a judgement is
not built up from concepts so also a sentence is not built up from
words. But this theory fails to justify the way in which we learn
the meaning of sentences. When we learn a few sentences of
a foreign language without knowing the meaning of the words
we proceed in just the same way as we learn the meaning of the
words from a dictionary. But when we know the meaning of
a sentence in this way our knowledge is necessarily confined to
the meanings of only those sentences which we have memorised.
If, on the other hand, we learn the meanings of words and the
modes of their combination first, then we can know the meanings
of an unlimited number of sentences which we never heard before
and hence of which we could not have memorized the meaning.
The fact that even though we know the meanings of a limited
number of words—indeed the number of words in a given language
seems to be limited—we can yet construct and understand an
unlimited number of sentences shows, in our opinion conclusively,
that at least at the present stage of development of languages
the meaning of sentences are derived from the meanings of words
occurring in them (and their interrelations) and to know the
meanings of sentences we have to know the meanings of words
occurring in them.
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We therefore make a radical distinction between know-
ledge of word-meaning and knowledge of the meaning of sentences.
Let us now analyse the knowledge which we have when we hear
a word and know its meaning. We examine here Mill's account
of what he calls ‘ concrete general names’ like ‘ man’. He says,
* The word man, for example, denotes Peter, Jane, John, and an
indefinite number of other individuals, of whom, taken as a class,
it is the name. But it is applied to them, because they possess,
and to signify that they possess, certain attributes ”.> Now if the
word “ man ’ is ‘ applied to * Peter etc. to signify also that he poss-
esses humanity, then it signifies a fact, for that Peter possesses
humanity is a fact and not a thing. Mill might mean by * apply-
ing the word man’ to Peter ™ the sentence * Peter is a man ™
which can very well “signify” the fact that Peter possesses humanity.
But we think we have to go further than this and say that
when we know the denotation of the word  man” we know a fact,
for “man’ denotes things possessing humanity and when we know
its denotation we cannot be said to know simply those things, for
we have to know those things as possessing humanity. It is a relat-
ional complex things possessing humanity, which is known, not
merely the things. We cannot say that the things alone are known
when the denotation of “man ’ is known, and that as a matter of
fact the things possess humanity, but are not known to possess it.
For to know the things as the denotation of * man " is to know them
as denoted by * man® and not as denoted by any other term or as not
denoted by any term at all. But to know the things as denoted by
‘man’ is to know them as possessing humanity.

But then the question arises : If one knows a fact when one
knows the meaning of a word like * man * then how is this know-
ledge to be distinguished from the knowledge of the meaning of a
sentence ? Usually two different types of answers are given to
this question.

(a) A name denotes an object, an entity, while a sentence
means a fact, a proposition; so when one hears a name
one knows an object, when one hears a sentence one
knows a fact. But this answer loses its force if one holds
that when one hears a general concrete noun, one knows
not an object, or a class of objects, but the fact that an
object or a class of objects possesses an attribute or a
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class of attributes. As a matter of fact in the meaning
of a term like ‘ man’ we can distinguish three factors :

( i) the entities which are denoted by it,

(ii ) the attributes of these entities, which constitute its
connotation, and

(iii) the relation between the attributes and the entities
This is why when one hears such a term one knows a
fact, which is nothing but a relational structure involving
at least one relation and its terms. This relation between
the denotation and the connotation of such a term is also
a part of its meaning; this is why an abstract term is defi-
ned as a term which means attributes apart from their
relation to the things possessing them and is contrasted
with a concrete term which therefore means attributes
as related to i.e. possessed by things. ‘ Whiteness, there-
fore, is the name of the colour exclusively; white is a
name of all things whatever having the colour % and a
thing having a colour is a fact or a proposition. As a matter
of fact, we hardly know any object, the so-called objects
are all facts. For an object like a table is a complex of
parts interrelated to each other and henceis a fact. This
consideration led Wittgenstein to assert in the Tractatus
that the object is the absolutely simple, and that it is the
object alone which can be named. But it is quite under-
standable why Wittgenstein never gave any example of
objects in his sense, for nothing in this world which we
know is simple in that sense. Thus according to this
theory ordinary words like ‘ man’ etc,, mean facts not
because they mean the relational wholes like °things
possessing humanity °, but because even in denoting Peter,
it would mean a fact, for Peter or any other man is a fact,
and not a simple object.

( £) The second way of distinguishing between a name and a
sentence is to hold that in a sentence there is assertion
( of a fact ) whereas in a name or a word there is no such
assertion. This is different from ( @) inasmuch as accord-
ing to it when one understands a sentence he knows not
merely a fact, but that the fact is asserted. 1t is the fun-
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ction of the finite verb which every sentence must contain
to make an assertion. Thus words and sentences are
different from each other, for words do not, while sent-
ences do, assert and this differentce is reflected in the
knowledge of their meanings.

Now this theory has the merit of being able to explain
what difference there is in the meanings of the phrase
‘ the brown table * and the sentence ‘ the table is brown’
i.e., between the attributive and the predicative uses of
adjectives. The Phrase ¢ the brown table * means a relat-
ional complex just as much as ‘ the table is brown ’, but
while in the former there is no assertion, in the latter
there is assertion.

Inspite of this advantage of the theory it is not satis-
factory, for there can be nothing in the sentence which
can express assertion. If someone simply utters or quotes a
sentence, he does not assert anything, the finite verb in the
sentence notwithstanding. This is why Frege had to intro-
duce the sign of assertion as a sign of the meta-language.
To make an assertion it is not enough to use a sentence,
it is necessary to say about the sentence that it makes
an assertion.

Now if a sentence thus fails to assert, how are we to disting-
uish between ° the brown table * and ° the table is brown’ ? There
does not seem to be any way out of the difficulty—both the phrase
and the sentence express the same fact, and this fact is what is known
when the meaning of either of them is known. Let us therefore
see if a single word like * man ’ can be distinguished from a sentence
so far as the knowledge of their meanings is concerned. We accept
the view that when one hears the word * man * he knows a relational
whole as its meaning, e.g., ‘ anything possessing humanity ’, and
to know the meaning of a sentence also is to know a relational
whole.

Still we can make a distinction between the two types of know-
ledge in the following way. When a relation is known as a part of
the meaning of a word like  man ’ it is known in one way. How-
ever, when one knows a phrase like ‘ the brown table * or the sent-
ence ‘the table is brown’ ( we do not distinguish between these
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two ) the knowledge one gets is of a different nature although it is
still of a relational whole. This is because in knowing the meaning
of a sentence the relations between the meaning of words are under-
stood but not known again as a meaning or a part of a meaning
of a word. Whenever a sentence is uttered or written the words
are arranged in a certain order, and this order of the words occurr-
ing in a sentence is also known. Thus when one knows a sentecnce
one not merely knows the words occurring in it but algo their order.
Now this knowledge of the order or arrangement of the words is
what produces the knowledge of the relations among the meanings
of the words. What is thus indicated by the arrangement of words
in a sentence may become expressed by words in another higher
order sentence, but then the knowledge of the meaning of this
higher order sentence is different from the knowledge of the lower
order sentence because in the knowledge of the meaning of the higher
order sentence we have all the structural detail of the meaning of
the lower ordrer sentence and also additional relational elements
which are indicated by the order of ifs words. Thus the phrase
‘ the brown table’, when known, produces the knowledge of the
relational whole consisting of the two terms : (1) that which is
brown, and (ii) the table and their relation which is identity.
But if we have the sentence, * that which is brown is identical with
the table " then we have the knowledge of a relational whole consi-
sting of three terms : (i) that which is brown, (i) the table, and
(iii ) identity; and their relation. Thus we see that although the
knowledge of the meaning of single word like * man’ is of a relat-
ional complex and the knowledge of the meaning of a phrase like
¢ the brown table * or the sentence ‘ the table is brown ’ is also of a
relational complex still there is a significant difference between the
two types of knowledge. In the case of the word the realtion that
is known is meant by a word whereas the relation that is known
when the meaning of a phrase or a sentence is known
is not meant by a word but has to be understood from the
order of the words. Although there is thus a differentce between
the knowledge of the meaning of a word and the knowledge of the

meaning of a phrase or a sentence, there is no such difference
between the knowledge of the meaning of a phrase and the knowledge
of the meaning of a sentence. This however is not to deny
that there is a grammatical distinction between a phrase and a
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sentence. But this grammitical distinction is not reflected in the
knowledge of the meaning of a phrase or of a sentence for the finite
verb which distinguishes a sentence grammitically from a phrase
fails to produce a knowledge different in type from the know-
ledge produced by the phrase.

We now summarise the points that we have tried to make :

(1) The knowledge of the meaning of a sentence pre-
supposes the knowledge of the meaning of every word
occurring in the sentence.

(2) The knowledge of the meaning of a phrase is not different
in kind from the knowledge of the meaning of a sentence.

(3) The knowledge of the meaning of a word like ‘ man’
is knowledge of a relational complex i.e., a fact.

(4) Yet this type of knowledge is different from the type of
knowledge of the meaning of a sentence, for relations
among the meaning of words in a sentence are indicated
by the order of words and are to be understood,
whereas the relation known as a part of the meaning of
word is meant by the word.

Visva-Bharati, S. Bhattacharya
Shantiniketan ( West Bangal )

NOTES

1. The mere sound or sight of a stentence uttered or printed
may sometimes produce mental and even physical changes. We
are not concerned with this possibility here.

2. Some add a third type ‘ acategorematic’ to the usual two
mentioned and discussed here.

3. As the word ‘real’ is ambiguous, we indicate here the
type of’ things we denote by it. We do not mean the absolutely
real or the ultimately real like Samkara’s Brahman or Spinoza’s
Substance. For our purpose ‘real’ means everything of which
the empirical world is composed. Those who use ‘ real * to mean
the ultimately real often end up by denying that we can talk about
the real.
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4. On this theory the controversy between nominalism and
realism has to be understood in a different way. The usual
interpretation is that the nominalist admits only particulars as
real because he gets rid of names denoting abstract entities from
his language by the simple grammatical device of treating the
so-called nouns as, say, adverbs in his language. Now if this
were the only, or even the essential, point of difference between
a nominalist and a realist, then, on our theory, we cannot con-
clude that the world of the nominalist is not as rich as the world
of the realist. What the nominalist succeeds by his device of
treating names of certain types of entities as syncategorematic
words is merely to deny that the reals meant by these words are
entities or substances, but not they are real. As it is not obvious
that to be real is to be an entity or a substance, so also it is not
obvious that they to deny that a word is a name of an entity is
to deny that the word means any reality. Thus the controversy bet-
ween the nominalist and the realist seems to boil down to the
controversy about the way of classifying the reals—whether every-
thing real should be an entity and hence denotable by a name
( realism ) or not—but not about the number of reals.

5. J.S.Mill : A System of Logic. Book I Chapter II.
( Italics ours. )

6. J.S.Mill : Ibid. Book I, Chapter II, 4.
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