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Introduction

© Introduction
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Abstraction Thesis

[T]he notion ‘grammatical’ cannot be identified with ‘meaningful’
or ‘significant’ in any semantic sense [...] (1) and (2) are equally
nonsensical, but any speaker of English will recognize that only the
former is grammatical.

(1) Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.

(2) Furiously sleep ideas green colorless.

Chomsky (1957: 15)

— ‘abstraction’ borrowed from Pistoia-Reda (2024)
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Introduction

Formal languages

Abstraction makes natural language essentially different from formal
languages such as that of propositional logic.

Chomsky (1955)
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Introduction

Natural responses

(1) A: Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.
B: How can something be both green and colorless? How can ideas
sleep? What does it mean to sleep with fury?...

(2) A: Furiously sleep ideas green colorless.
B: Go learn English!
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Introduction

Non-sense vs. countersense

Man darf [...] das Sinnlose (das
Unsinnige) nicht zusammenwerfen
mit dem Absurden (dem Widersin-
nigen), welches [...] ein Teilgebiet
des Sinnvollen ausmacht. Die
Verkniipfung ‘ein rundes Viereck'’
liefert wahrhaft eine einheitliche
Bedeutung [...]. Sagen wir hinge-
gen ‘ein rundes oder; ‘ein Mensch
und ist’; u. dgl., so existieren gar
keine Bedeutungen [...].

Husserl (1901: 312)

Well-formedness is meaningfulness

[...] [O]ne must not confound the
senseless (or nonsensical) with the
absurd (or counter-sensical) [..]
[which] is rather a sub-species of
the significant. The combination ‘a
round square’ really yields a unified
meaning [...] But if we say ‘a round
or’, ‘a man and is’ etc., there exist
no meanings [...].
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Analytic philosophy

Analytic philosophy presupposes Abstraction, as it claims that language

can deceive us into thinking that a well-formed expression is meaningful
while in fact it is meaningless.
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Introduction

Bewitchment

[...] Die Philosophie ist ein Kampf [...] Philosophy is a struggle
gegen die Verhexung unsres Ver- against the bewitchment of our un-
standes durch die Mittel unserer derstanding by the resources of our

Sprache. language.

Wittgenstein (1953)
It is plain that the grammatical structure of our everyday language
can justly be charged with being misleading [...]. [l]t [is] possible

within natural language to form meaningless but grammatically correct
sentences [...].

Dummett (1973)
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Introduction

Scheinsatze

Im strengen Sinn sinnlos ist [...]
eine Wortreihe, die innerhalb
einer bestimmten, vorgegebenen
Sprache gar keinen Satz bildet.
Es kommt vor, daB eine solche
Wortreihe auf den ersten Blick so
aussieht, als sei sie ein Satz; in
diesem Falle nennen wir sie einen
Scheinsatz. Unsere These be-
hauptet nun, daB die angeblichen
Satze der Metaphysik sich durch
logische Analyse als Scheinsatze
enthiillen.

Carnap (1931)

Well-formedness is meaningfulness

In the strict sense [...] a sequence
of words is meaningless if it does
not, within a specified language,
constitute a statement. It may
happen that such a sequence of
words looks like a statement at
first glance; in that case we call
it a pseudo-statement. Our thesis,
now, is that logical analysis reveals
the alleged statements of meta-
physics to be pseudo-statements.
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Introduction

Questions

(A) How can language ‘deceive’ us with well-formed expressions if there
is no presupposition that what is well-formed is also meaningful?
(B) What does it mean to say that this presupposition is erroneous?
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Frequency

Suppose we say we think a well-formed expression is meaningful because
most well-formed expressions are meaningful.

(A) How do we know this? Through logical analysis?

(B) There would be infinitely many well-formed but meaningless
expressions.

(C) Does frequency matter at all for judgement of grammaticality or
meaningfulness?

Chomsky (1957)
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Discrimination

Why should we assume that (A) makes sense but (B) does not?

(A)  We know this expression is well-formed, but we need logical analysis
to know whether it's meaningful.

(B) We know this expression is meaningful, but we need syntactic
analysis to know whether it's well-formed.
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Introduction

Apodictic evidence

Which of the following statements is the odd one out?

(A) I don’t know if the sentence I'm looking at is really meaningful.
(B) I don't know if the house I'm seeing is really red.
(C) 1 don't know if the color I'm seeing is really red.

Husserl (1901, 1907)
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Identity Thesis

Well-formedness is meaningfulness.
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness

Q The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Semantics

Q The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness

@ Semantics
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Semantics
..
Truth condition

The meaning of every expression is identified as the truth condition of a
sentence in which it occurs.

(3) A
B left
/\
every boy
a. [every] = AP. AQ. Vx. P(x) — Q(x)

[boy] = Ax. x is a boy

[left] = Ax. x left

[B] = [every]([boy]) = AQ. x is a boy — Q(x)
[A] = [B]([left]) = 1 iff Vx. x is a boy — x left

® o0 o

Heim and Kratzer (1998)
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Semantics

Nach der Bedeutung der Worter Never to ask for the meaning of a
muss im Satzzusammenhange, word in isolation, but only in the
nicht in ihrer Vereinzelung gefragt context of a proposition.

werden.

Frege (1884: x)

Nur im Zusammenhange eines [l]t is only in the context of a
Satzes bedeuten die Worter etwas.  proposition that words have any

meaning [...].

Frege (1884: §62)
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. .
Wittgenstein

[...] Es ist unmoglich, daB Worte [...] It is impossible for words to
in zwei verschiedenen Weisen occur in two different ways, alone
auftreten, allein und im Satz. and in the proposition.

Wittgenstein (1921: 2.0122)

Nur der Satz hat Sinn; nur im Only the proposition has sense;
Zusammenhang des Satzes hat ein  only in the context of a proposi-
Name Bedeutung. tion has a name meaning.

Wittgenstein (1921: 3.3)
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Semantics

Carnap

Im strengen Sinn sinnlos ist [...] In the strict sense [...] a sequence
eine  Wortreihe, die innerhalb of words is meaningless if it does
einer bestimmten, vorgegebenen not, within a specified language,
Sprache gar keinen Satz bildet. constitute a statement.

Carnap (1931)
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Semantics

Non-assertive speech acts

It has been argued that speech acts are represented in the grammar. To
the extent that the argument is convincing, every sentence is a statement.

(4) A: Isit raining? [A ASK [whether it is raining]]
B: Itis. [B ASSERT [it is raining]]

Stenius (1967), Ross (1970), Lakoff (1970), Gazdar (1979), Chomsky
(1981, 1986, 2001), Krifka (2001), Miyagawa (2012), Krifka (2015),
Sauerland and Yatsushiro (2017), Trinh and Truckenbrodt (2018), Krifka
(2019, forthcoming), Trinh (2022), Wiltschko (2021), Miyagawa (2022),
Trinh and Bassi (2023), Trinh (2024a,b), Fox (2024), Fox et al. (2024)
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax

Q The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness

@ Syntax
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax

Grammar

The fundamental aim in the linguistic analysis of a language L is to
separate the grammatical sequences which are sentences of L from the
ungrammatical sequences which are not sentences of L and to study
the structure of the grammatical sequences. The grammar of L will
thus be a device that generates all of the grammatical sequences of
L and none of the ungrammatical ones. We thus face a familiar task
of explication of some intuitive concept — in this case, the concept
‘grammatical in English’, and more generally, the concept ‘grammatical’.

Chomsky (1957: 13)
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax
. .
Derivation

We define a ‘derivation’ as a finite sequence of strings, beginning with [...]
Y, and with each string in the sequence being derived from the preceding
string by application of one of the instruction formulas of F.

Chomsky (1957: 29).

() xS
F:o( S — NP + VP

i) NP — D + N, John, Mary

) VP =V + NP

) D — the, every, some

v) N — boy, girl

vi) V — saw, helped
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax

Grammaticality

A rarely noted fact: Chomsky's (1957) grammar generates only sentences.

6) S
NP + VP i)
D+ N+ VP (ii)
D+N+V+NP (iii)
every + N +V + NP (iv)
every + boy + V + NP (v)
every + boy + saw + NP (vi)
every + boy + saw + Mary (i)
(7) #NP
D+ N (ii)
every + N (iv)
every + boy (v)
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax

A puzzle about phrases

But there does seem to be well-formedness contrast between phrases.

(8) a. Intuitively well-formed:
every boy, saw Mary, a round square
b. Intuitively ill-formed:
every Mary, boy saw, a round or
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax

Part of a sentence

If well-formedness were simply understood as being part of a sentence,
then ‘a round or’ would be well-formed, since ‘this is a round or elliptical

table’ is certainly a sentence.

Bar-Hillel (1957: 366)
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S
Resolution: ellipsis

(A) Only sentences are grammatical

(B) Sentences can be pronounced in full or in part

(C) A sentence S can be pronounced in part if the silent portion of S is
the background of an (implicit or explicit) question which S answers

(9) a. every boy sawMary <+ who saw Mary?
b. Jehn saw Mary < what did John do?
c. every bey-saw Mary — #7
d. a round square doesntexist < what doesn't exist?
e. thisis a round or eHliptical-table — #7
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax

Minimalism

In the more recent ‘minimalist’ variant of generative syntax, an expression
is well-formed if its derivation ‘converges’, i.e. if the output of that
derivation is a (sentential) structure which contains nothing but
semantically relevant information.

Chomsky (1995, 2000), Radford (2004), Carnie (2006), i.a.

Trinh (Leibniz-ZAS) Well-formedness is meaningfulness 27/11/2024 29 /52



The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax

Minimalist derivation

Numeration: somer,, everyr,, boyr,, girlg,, seer,, willg,

Logical Form:

every girl

some boy ),

t1

see b

where each F,, is a set of ‘formal’ — i.e. ‘uninterpretable’ — features such as
category, subcategory, type, case, agreement, EPP, etc.
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax

Communication

Users of language(s) can be charitable: they can guess what the speaker
wants to communicate from a faulty expression that is strictly speaking
uninterpretable by the rules of the system.

(10) a. I will talk to her.
. #Me will talk to she.

o

(11) a. (p—(q9—p))
-#(p— (g —p)

o
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The sentence as unit of grammaticality and meaningfulness Syntax

Linguistic theory is consistent with Identity: every well-formed expression is
a meaningful expression and vice versa.

Can we go home?
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Logicality

© Logicality
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Logicality

Meaningful but ungrammatical

There are intuitively ill-formed expressions which are derivable in the best
theory of syntax and interpretable in the best theory of semantics.

(12) a. Every boy but John left
~ every boy who is not John left A —every boy left
b. #Some boy but John left

~ some boy who is not John left A —some boy left =1

(13) a. At least two boys left
= two boys left V more than two boys left
b. #At least zero boys left
= zero boys left V more than zero boys left =T

von Fintel (1993), Haida and Trinh (2020)
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Logicality Thesis

Trivialities are excluded by grammar.

Gajewski (2002), Abrusan (2007), Chierchia (2013), Abrusan (2019),
Pistoia-Reda and San Mauro (2021), Pistoia-Reda (2024), i.a.
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More examples

(14) a. No one read any book.

b. #Someone read any book. =1
(15) a. John knows whether it's raining.
b. #John believes whether it's raining. =T

etc.

Krifka (1995), Chierchia (2006), Crni¢ (2019), Spector and Egré (2015),
Mayr (2019)
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Logicality

Tractarian problem

The explanation of the ungrammaticality of these sentences should itself
be ungrammatical.

(16) a. #some boy but John left

b. some boy who is not John left and it's not the case that some
boy left

(17) a. #at least zero boys left
b. zero boys left or more than zero boys left

And what about sentences such as those in (18)?

(18) a. it's raining and not raining
b. it's raining or not raining
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Solution: Rescaling

Non-logical expressions come with silent contextual indices which allow for
the syntactic representation of subtle modulations of meaning.

(19) a. it's raining. and not raining.s
/ it's raining in one sense and not raining in another sense

When modulation of non-logical terms does not rescue the sentence from
being trivial, it's ungrammatical.

(20) a. #some boy. but John, left.
b. some boy. who is not John, left. and it's not the case that
some boy. left.

Del Pinal (2019), Pistoia-Reda and Sauerland (2021), Pistoia-Reda and
San Mauro (2021), Del Pinal (2022), Pistoia-Reda (2024)
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Logicality

Syntax—phonology mapping

In der Umgangssprache kommt
es ungemein haufig vor, dass
dasselbe Wort auf verschiedene
Art und Weise bezeichnet — also
verschiedene Symbolen angehort
[...] Im Satze “Griin ist griin" — wo
das erste Wort ein Personenname,
das letzte ein Eigenschaftswort ist
— haben diese Worte nicht einfach
verschiedene Bedeutung, sondern
es sind verschiedene Symbole [.. ]

Wittgenstein (1921: 3.323)

Well-formedness is meaningfulness

In everyday language it occurs ex-
tremely often that the same word
signifies in different ways — that is,
belongs to different symbols [...] In
the proposition ‘Green is green’ —
where the first word is a person's
name, the last an adjective — these
words do not simply have different
meaning but involve different sym-
bols [...]

27/11/2024
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Logicality

Q:  Can we maintain Identity in light of Logicality?

A: No! Because some meaningful expressions are non-sentences.

Q: Is there a way to think about grammar, i.e. about what a sentence
is, such that trivialities cannot be sentences?

A: Maybe.
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The picture theory of language

o The picture theory of language
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The Tractatus

The Tractatus is an attempt to go beyond Frege's logicist program, i.e. to
reduce logic to grammar

(A) Frege (1879, 1884): if we have logic, i.e. if we know which sentence
entails which sentence, we have mathematics

(B) Wittgenstein (1921): if we have grammar, i.e. if we know what a
sentence is, we have logic (and solve all philosophical problems)
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The Picture Theory of Language

4.01

3.21

Trinh (Leibniz-ZAS)

Der Satz ist ein Bild der Wirk-
lichkeit [...]

Der Konfiguration der ein-
fachen Zeichen im Satzzeichen
entspricht die Konfiguration der
Gegenstande in der Sachlage.

Well-formedness is meaningfulness

A proposition is a picture of re-
ality [...]

To the configuration of the sim-
ple signs in the propositional
sign corresponds the configura-
tion of the objects in the state
of affairs.
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Spatial objects

4.014

3.1431

Trinh (Leibniz-ZAS)

Die Grammophonplatte, der
musikalische  Gedanke, die
Notenschrift, die Schallwellen,
stehen alle in jener abbildenden
internen Beziehung zu einan-
der, die zwischen Sprache und
Welt besteht.

Sehr klar wird das Wesen
des Satzeichens, wenn wir es
uns, statt aus Schriftzeichen,
aus raumlichen Gegenstanden

(etwa Tischen, Stihlen,
Biichern) ~ zusammengesetzt
denken)

Well-formedness is meaningfulness

The gramophone record, the
musical thought, the score, the
waves of sound, all stand to
one another in that pictorial in-
ternal relation, which holds be-
tween language and the world.

The essential nature of the
propositional sign becomes very
clear when we imagine it made
up of spatial objects (such as
tables, chairs, books) instead of
written signs.
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The picture theory of language

Comparison

Let John be symbolized by a pebble m, Mary by a marble e, and smoking
by a jar (O, where the fact that x smokes is expressed by placing the
symbol for x inside the symbol for smoking.

Predicate Logic PTL
50) ®

-S(m) O .
5() A~S(m) @ e

(A) PTL has no logical constants
(B) Consequently, inference is ‘shown’ and cannot be ‘stated’
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The picture theory of language

Logical constants

4.0312 [...] Mein Grundgedanke ist, [...] My fundamental thought is
dass die ‘logischen Konstan- that the ‘logical constants’ do
ten’ nicht vertreten. Dass sich not represent. That the logic
die Logik der Tatsachen nicht of the facts cannot be repre-
vertreten lasst. sented.
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The picture theory of language

Rules of inference

5.13

5.132

5.473

Trinh (Leibniz-ZAS)

Dass die Wahrheit eines Satzes
aus der Wahrheit anderer Satze
folgt, ersehen wir aus der Struk-
tur der Satze.

‘Schlussgesetze’, welche — wie
bei Frege und Russell — die
Schliisse rechtfertigen sollen
[...] wéren liberflissig.

Die Logik muss fiir sich selber
sorgen [...]

Well-formedness is meaningfulness

That the truth of one proposi-
tion follows from the truth of
other propositions can be seen
from the structure of the propo-
sitions.

‘Laws of inference’, which are
supposed — e.g. by Frege and
Russell — to justify inferences
[...] would be superfluous.

Logic must take care of itself

[..]
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Prediction

There is no way to translate S(j) A =S(j) into PTL: it is not possible to
place to pebble inside and outside of the jar!

Let us conjecture that if there is no translation of ¢ into PTL, there is no
translation of —¢ into PTL either.

This means that trivialities are not sentences of PTL.
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Trivialites

4.462

4.466

Trinh (Leibniz-ZAS)

Tautologie und Kontradiktion
sind nicht Bilder der Wirk-
lichkeit [...]

[...] Satze, die fiir jede Sachlage
wahr sind, konnen iiberhaupt
keine Zeichenverbindungen sein

]

Well-formedness is meaningfulness

Tautology and contradiction
are not pictures of reality [...]

[...] propositions that are true
for every state of affairs cannot
be combinations of signs at all

[..]
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© Recap
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Points made

(A) Empirical and conceptual questions beset Abstraction (i.e. the thesis
that well-formedness cannot be identified with meaningfulness)

(B) Modern linguistic theory is consistent with Identity (i.e. the thesis
that well-formedness is meaningfulness)

(C) Identity is challenged by Logicality (i.e. the thesis that trivialities are
non-sentences)

(D) Wittgenstein's Picture Theory of Language provides a possible way
to reconcile Logicality with Identity.
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