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PHILOSOPHISCHES SEMINAR

DER GEORG-AUGUST-UNIVERSITÄT GÖTTINGEN

Abstract zum Vortrag: A Role for Uncertainty in Semantics von Peter Sutton

There is an orthodoxy in the philosophy of language to include, in a theory of meaning, an appeal to truth or truth conditions. The position is put succinctly by Lewis (1970): “Semantics with no treatment of truth conditions is not semantics”. The aim of this paper will be to try to undermine this orthodoxy. In the last ten years or so, there has been a growing interest in the use of another core notion on which to base a model for linguistic representation, uncertainty. I shall present an outline for an argument as to why neither truth nor truth conditions should feature in a theory of meaning. Then I will give two arguments why uncertainty should. This will be followed by a sketch of how probability could be used to model the meanings of sentences and utterances. The model given will have the immediate benefit of providing the basis for a link between linguistic representation, context- sensitivity and teleology.

Finally, I shall briefly respond to a potential objection to the approach, that, as far as playing an explanatory role in semantics goes, uncertainty is just as problematic as truth.
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