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      Introduction

      
      The invisibility of language, my title suggests, has had incalculable significance
         for philosophy and its history. Before undertaking to establish this strong claim,
         let me first explain it. How, to start with, is “language” here understood and in
         what sense is language, so understood, “invisible”?
      

      
       In one familiar sense of the word, language is written or spoken discourse; in another
         it is the medium employed. Whereas the discourse can be seen or heard, the medium
         cannot. In this respect language resembles chess. Thus, as people watching a game
         of chess see players moving pieces on a board but do not see the rules that govern
         the moves and define the game, so people hearing or reading the words of a language
         perceive sounds or marks but do not perceive the rules that govern the signs’ use
         and define the language. Similarly, as people do not think of the rules of chess as
         they themselves play the game but of the moves they make in it, so people do not think
         of the rules of a familiar language as they write or speak it but of what they say
         in the language. Even if they did pause to think about the rules, whether of chess
         or of their linguistic medium, that would not signify doing with the inner eye what
         they could not do with the outer. The whole calculus would not there be laid out to
         view, rule by rule, move by permissible move.
      

      
      Despite these parallels, a typical human language is far less accessible to reflective
         awareness than is the game of chess. For: (1) Whereas we first learn our mother tongues
         early in life, more by linguistic interchange than by instruction in the grammar,
         semantics, and pragmatics of the language, we typically learn chess through explicit
         instruction, rule by rule, later on. (2) A natural language is incomparably more complex
         than chess. (Who, for a start, knows all the tens of thousands of words, with all
         their varied meanings and inflections, listed in a standard dictionary?) (3) From
         period to period, place to place, dialect to dialect, a language is also far more
         fluid and flexible than chess, with its relatively rigid, uniform rules. (4) In particular,
         the cognitive content of terms varies widely from person to person, according to people’s
         experience, knowledge, and beliefs, and from culture to culture according to prevalent
         worldviews. (The name “Moses,” for example, may have very different cognitive content—may
         express and convey very different beliefs—depending on whether the speaker or hearer
         is a critical biblical scholar or a believer in all that scripture recounts.) (5)
         With regard to this content the impression may readily arise that a language, its
         speakers’ shared medium (neither true nor false), is as theoretically committed as
         are those who make us of it. (6) This impression can, in turn, help to foster linguistic
         practice in which no distinction between medium and message is in fact discernible.
         (7) Widespread practice of this kind, for instance and especially in philosophy, further
         obscures the missed distinction, and an unfortunate circle results: the more the distinction
         between medium and message is ignored, the less realistic or relevant the distinction
         may come to appear, and vice versa. Were such practice to prevail still more widely,
         the distinction would in fact disappear, and with it, not only any linguistic practice
         comparable with chess, but anything recognizable as human language. Such considerations
         as these, plus the present work’s primary focus on written rather than oral discourse,
         explain the title Invisible Language.
      

      
      Despite this increasingly bleak account, the phrase “invisible language” need carry
         no more negative connotations than does, for instance, talk of “invisible particles”
         or “invisible waves.” Neither should the phrase here often substituted for it, “linguistic
         blindness” (focused on the user rather than the medium), be taken to impute any blame.
         In certain contexts, the words could suggest willful blindness; yet linguistic blindness,
         like physical, is seldom anybody’s choice. The words might also suggest total blindness;
         yet linguistic blindness, like physical blindness, admits of degrees and, unlike physical
         blindness, is practically never total in those who still have their wits. Again, the
         words could suggest constant deprivation, whereas on most occasions the condition
         described has no untoward effects. Again, the phrase suggests an unnatural condition,
         whereas linguistic blindness is ever so natural—as natural as our ignorance of the
         inner workings of our lungs, hearts, and nervous systems. Indeed, the condition the
         words denote is not only natural, but largely necessary: as we speak or write we cannot
         constantly monitor the intricate functioning of our linguistic medium, any more than
         we can continually scrutinize our spectacles or the functioning of our hearts, lungs,
         or nerves as they do their thing.
      

      
      Not only are we largely blind to the workings of our languages, but we are largely
         unaware of our blindness. The invisibility is itself invisible. Thus, concerning the
         words of our mother tongues it has for instance been said: “All of us do meet most
         of our criteria for understanding those terms, in that we can use them correctly,
         and correctly paraphrase sentences containing them, correctly explaining them, for
         example, to children and to non-English speakers. It would be bizarre to say that
         because we cannot explain them to the satisfaction of an analytic philosopher, our
         understanding of these words is incomplete.”[1]  How is it then, we may query, that even linguistically-attentive philosophers have
         had such difficulty agreeing about the functioning of many individual terms, of whole
         classes of expressions, and of language in general? Why are their disagreements on
         such matters often so profound? Does excessive reflection on language blind them to
         the obvious? No, in ways that will here appear chapter by chapter, Wittgenstein’s
         words are verified: “A main source of our failure to understand is that we do not
         command a clear view of the use of our words.”[2]  Unreflective mastery must be distinguished from full reflective grasp.
      

      
       The reason for seeking such reflective clarity in philosophy must be rightly understood,
         for the parallels I have drawn could be misleading. They could suggest the view, sometimes
         attributed to Wittgenstein, that, as physical illnesses often signal malfunctioning
         organs, so philosophical problems typically signal malfunctioning language. However,
         such was not Wittgenstein’s view,[3]  and neither is it mine. My main concern, like his, is with the invisibility of any
         language—Spanish, French, or Ugaritic—and the consequences thereof, not with any putative
         defects in the language or its employment.
      

      
       Two further disparities largely explain the present work. First, when our lungs,
         hearts, nerves, or eyes cause problems, we are typically aware of their malfunctioning
         and are duly concerned, whereas the more pervasive and profound are the problems that
         the invisibility of language occasions, the less likely we are to notice them or their
         gravity. Second, and more reassuring: whereas knowing that one’s respiratory, circulatory,
         nervous, or visual system is faulty does not automatically remedy or improve the condition,
         awareness of one’s linguistic blind spots does remove the blind spots. The great,
         persistent problem is achieving such awareness; and the fuller, deeper, and more accurate
         is the assessment of our linguistic blindness and its consequences, the fuller and
         more effective the remedy is likely to be. This hopeful conviction motivates the present
         reflection on philosophy’s history, possibilities, and prospects.
      

      
       The title’s characterization of language’s invisibility as having “incalculable significance
         for philosophy,” though apt, is also vague, and has to be. Some things can only suggestively
         be displayed, not briskly articulated, and this is one of them. Still, a comparison
         may help. Today, looking back on the “scientific revolution,” we can appreciate that
         the turn to observation and experiment (always present to some extent from ancient
         times) had incalculable significance for what we now call “science.” At the time,
         however, in the midst of that gradual, enormously complex shift, its overall significance
         was not nearly so evident. Such, I suggest, may be our present situation with regard
         to the much-contested “linguistic turn” in philosophy. But just as no single treatise
         could previously make a succinct, a priori case for a heightened empirical focus in all areas of science, so no single treatise
         can make a similarly simple case for heightened linguistic attentiveness in all areas
         of philosophy. An overview is needed. The significance of language for philosophy
         must be shown.
      

      
       The present demonstration proceeds dialectically. The first nine chapters suggest
         that from Plato to the present the invisibility of language has exercised a far more
         profound influence in philosophy than even Wittgenstein came close to demonstrating.
         Eliminate that pervasive factor, and the history of philosophy would have been unrecognizably
         different. Yet philosophy is, and can legitimately aspire to be, much more than “a
         battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language.”[4]  Chapter 10 suggests that philosophy’s positive possibilities, so often obscured
         by linguistically-inattentive practice, reach as far as human thought can reach; and
         that, thanks largely to thought’s linguistic medium, is very far. Such are the two
         parts, negative then positive, of the story here recounted. Not previously told, it
         is a tale which, to judge from continuing philosophical theory and practice, is still
         well worth telling.
      

      
      A Fuller Preview

      
      Amplifying now this preliminary sketch, I should note a further feature of language’s
         invisibility. Language is often unreflectively conceived as consisting of mere words—mere
         marks or sounds, floating like unsubstantial foam atop the deep waters of reality.
         Hence linguistic philosophy is often viewed as superficial. This reaction is natural:
         the more complex the reality, the more likely it is to escape our notice, especially
         if we are looking in a different direction. Yet, as an adequate account of reality
         cannot ignore language, so an adequate account of language cannot disregard any aspect,
         variety, or realm of reality. For, as Wittgenstein remarked, “Only in the stream of
         thought and life do words have meaning,”[5]  and that stream is all-encompassing. Varying the comparison, one might say that
         the whole world is the chessboard of language, with linguistic pieces covering it,
         moved this way and that in complex patterns, according to complicated rules, by human
         players following different strategies and game plans, betraying different interests,
         tendencies, and levels of expertise.
      

      
       Such emphasis on language has sometimes been overdone. In one direction, we find
         J. G. Hamann asserting that the entire capacity to think rests on language,[6]  Friedrich Schleiermacher claiming that “there are no thoughts without speech,”[7]  and more recent authors agreeing. For Georges Tavard, “No one thinks without words.”[8]  For John Macquarrie, “Whatever man does beyond the most elementary biological reactions,
         he makes use of language. Even when he is doing nothing overtly, his thoughts are
         formed by language.”[9]  While disassociating myself from such pronouncements as these, I do question whether
         any utterances (especially philosophical utterances) are linguistic translations,
         in a shared code, of nonlinguistic thoughts that they express.[10] 
      

      
       Some sayings, treating “language as a world-view,”[11]  or discerning “in every language a characteristic world-view,”[12]  stray too far in a different direction.[13]  There may be some truth in the thesis, variously expressed by Johann Herder, Edward
         Sapir, Benjamin Lee Whorf, and others, that a people’s language shapes their worldview.[14]  But neither language in general, nor any specific language (shared by theists and
         atheists, creationists and evolutionists, idealists and realists, determinists and
         libertarians, essentialists and nominalists, and so forth) is a worldview. Nor is
         any language defined by a single worldview. Even if all German-speakers, say, shared
         some historical, scientific, metaphysical, theological, or other opinion, their shared
         language would not commit them to it. Someone could meaningfully express disagreement
         in the same language.
      

      
       On the other hand, language being so invisible, we may easily err in the opposite
         direction and underestimate, rather than exaggerate, its significance. Thus we contemplate
         with amazement the perspectives lately opened by human thought—outward billions of
         light years to the limits of the universe, inward to the inconceivably tiny constituents
         of matter, backward billions of years to the genesis of it all—but we seldom reflect
         that without language no such vision would be possible: not the physics, the mathematics,
         the chemistry, the astronomy, or the cosmic history. Unfortunately, in the opening
         chapters of the present study this wondrous endowment of our nature may come to appear
         a malevolent affliction, the source of endlessly varied misconceptions, deviations,
         fallacies, and oversights. Think again, then, of the human body. That, too, in its
         mind-boggling complexity gives rise to countless maladies. The maladies reflect the
         complexity. Now, so it is for language: were it more simple, it would be more visible,
         and were it more visible, it would occasion fewer problems. As it is, the source of
         the difficulties is the whole conceptual system in which we live and move and have
         our being from the moment we are born: this second nature of animal symbolicum, both too little appreciated and too little understood.
      

      
       Thus, the present study’s overall thrust is positive, not negative. It reflects no
         desire to find fault either with language or with the eminent philosophers it examines.
         Rather, its choice of paradigmatic thinkers and works is motivated much as was Wittgenstein’s
         selection of the passage with which he opened his Philosophical Investigations. “He revered the writings of St. Augustine,” his friend Norman Malcolm recounted.
         “He told me he decided to begin his Investigations with a quotation from the latter’s Confessions, not because he could not find the conception expressed in that quotation stated
         as well by other philosophers, but because the conception must be important if so great a mind held it.”[15]  The representative thinkers here initially reviewed are similarly worthy of serious
         consideration; what they failed to see may be very much worth seeing.
      

      
       In large illustration, consider the dialectical pattern traced in the first chapters
         of an earlier work.[16]  According to the viewpoint which in various versions (rationalist, empiricist, atomist,
         and other) long dominated Western thought, truth consists fundamentally in correspondence
         between mental 
representations and the realities they represent. True utterances just communicate
         our private thoughts. Recognizing insoluble problems for this mentalistic perspective,
         recent philosophical thought has swung largely to the 
opposite extreme and denied truth as correspondence, without recognizing or developing
         the valid kernel in the traditional point of view. Truth, I suggest, is indeed correspondence
         with reality, but of a stronger, more evident, more realistic kind than that typically
         envisaged. In simple illustration, for the statement “It is snowing” to qualify as
         true, there is no need for the speaker consciously to depict the snow, its essence,
         its varieties, its chemical composition, or the like. It suffices that the stuff falling
         round about is of the kind customarily called “snow”: this stuff resembles that stuff more closely than it does, for instance,
         the stuff called “rain,” “mist,” “hail,” or “sleet.” Thus, in a manner and to a degree
         seldom appreciated, language provides the crucial, missing link in a more adequate account of truth as correspondence.
         Hence in philosophy, in order to seek, identify, and achieve truth, it is necessary
         to recognize, understand, and accept language’s role. Suppose, then, that this dialectical
         sketch is basically correct, and suppose, furthermore, that its correctness had been
         recognized early on in Western thought: how pervasive and profound would the repercussions
         have been? How closely would the subsequent history of philosophy have resembled the
         familiar story we now look back on?
      

      
       Nowadays, the idea of discerning within existing linguistic practice some such core
         notion of truth and accepting its guidance may appear naively optimistic. Where, it
         has been asked,
      

      
         should we begin a philosophical effort to say what in general is true rather than
            false? We should begin with an understanding of what it means (at least for us) to
            say that something is true rather than false. Our decision on what meaning to give
            to “true” can receive support from purposive normative reasons, reasons indicative
            of the purposes we have in adopting and wielding a notion of truth; and the purposes
            we have in adopting and using a notion of truth can rest on other purposes we have.[17] 
         

      

      Here some tangled threads must be plucked apart. The “we” engaged in this “philosophical
         effort” are theorists and not, for example, the English-speaking population. And though
         the word “true” may play an important role in the linguistic life of that population,
         the word’s various present meanings (in “true belief,” “true statement,” “true theory,”
         etc.) are not ones that the population has adopted for “purposive normative reasons.”
         If, however, some theorist sees reason to propose a different, unfamiliar meaning
         (rather than scrutinize, clarify, and assess the existing ones), such a stipulation
         will not reveal “what in general is true rather than false” or “what it means to say
         that something is true rather than false.” It will introduce a new notation. The like
         would hold even if, improbably, scrutiny revealed no such thing as the meaning or
         meanings of “true” in the English language and it seemed somehow useful to fashion
         a meaning for the term. I suggest, in general, that the frequency with which, as here,
         theory and idiom have been conflated further illustrates the invisibility of language
         in the history of philosophy.
      

      
      Much other contemporary discussion of the same topic reinforces this impression. Thus,
         in the introduction to a recent compendium on truth, a lengthy section on correspondence
         theories[18]  considers true propositions (belonging to no language) and true sentences (neither
         true nor false outside any speech-act), notes problems for this minimally linguistic
         sampling, but, ignoring the perspective just opened, says nothing about true speech-acts
         uttering the true sentences or asserting the true propositions. Neither, further broadening
         the linguistic focus, does it compare these and still more varied applications of
         “true,” examine their interrelationships, and spot assertoric speech-acts as the prime
         analogs in relation to whose truth that of most other truth-bearers (sentences, propositions,
         beliefs, theories, etc.) can and must be ascertained.[19]  Such, as I see it, is the present state of the question: the synthetic solution
         suggested above and here briefly amplified barely peeks above the horizon.
      

      
      Still more significant, however, than any such analysis of “true,” stressing linguistic
         correspondence, is the pragmatic perspective the analysis brings to sharp focus. Thus,
         suppose that the proposed analysis, even when fully developed, is flawed. Suppose
         that it does not capture even roughly how “true” and near-equivalents (vrai, vero, wahr, etc.) function in their respective languages. Suppose, for this or other reasons
         (as some have), that truth does not merit the exalted status long accorded it. These
         suppositions, successively more drastic in appearance, would neither negate nor demote
         the sort of linguistic correspondence (“snow” for snow, “rain” for rain, etc.) highlighted
         by the proffered analysis of “true.”[20]  Regardless of how it is labeled, of this correspondence it may be said, paradigmatically:
         “The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of their
         simplicity and familiarity. (One is unable to notice something—because it is always
         before one’s eyes.)”[21]  Eliminate linguistic correspondence, and any descriptive, fact-stating use of language,
         hence any human civilization, would perish with it. Fail to understand the nature
         and need of such correspondence, and the result, though more limited, might still
         be vast—as vast, for example, as I have surmised for the history of philosophy.
      

      
       “There are some books,” writes Eleonore Stump at the start of her Aquinas, “which only a young and inexperienced scholar would undertake to write but which
         only a senior scholar who knows enough to shrink from the task might conceivably be
         able to write.”[22]  In justification of the present study, with its breathtaking scope, I can plead
         neither youth nor encyclopedic expertise. I am therefore grateful to the many generous
         readers—James Blachowicz, Susan Brower-Toland, Francis Catania, Andrew Cutrofello,
         Blake Dutton, James Flaherty, Owen Goldin, James Harrington, Stanley Harrison, Javier
         Ibáñez-Noé, Hanne Jacobs, Jack Marler, Paul Moser, William O’Brien, Sean Murphy, Scott
         Ragland, Harry Reeder, Pol Vandevelde, Victoria Wike, Thomas Wren, Frank Yartz—who
         have commented on chapters in their areas of expertise, and owe special thanks to
         William Rehg, who vetted the whole work. Doubtless some lapses remain, but not serious
         enough, I trust, to invalidate the book’s broad double message, negative and positive.
         Indeed, they may well exemplify and confirm the invisibility of language, especially
         in philosophy, the labyrinth into which I, too, have here ventured.
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      Chapter 1

      Plato’s Phaedo

      
         
         
      

      
      
         Agreement on the status of the Phaedo as a locus classicus of the Platonic teaching has been shared by contemporary scholars no less than by
            ancient commentators, beginning with Aristotle. And despite centuries of debate about
            the success or failures of its execution, there has been little dispute about the
            intention of the dialogue: the Phaedo is meant to be an exposition and defense of “the twin pillars” of Platonic philosophy,
            the theory of ideas and the immortality of the soul.[1]

      

      Ronna Burger, Phaedo: A Platonic Labyrinth

      
       

       

      
      Not surprisingly Plato, the great pioneer, despite his considerable attention to language,[2]  shared problems of linguistic depth-perception with philosophers down to the present
         day. The Cratylus, Plato’s most language-focused dialog, makes only the unremarkable suggestion that
         “both convention and custom must contribute something towards the indication of our
         meaning when we speak.”[3]  Neither here nor elsewhere does he spell out the nature and extent of this “something,”
         or how meaning, so determined, links with truth. Fallout from this basic unclarity
         appears, notably and instructively, in the arguments concerning the immortality of
         the soul that make the Phaedo a quintessentially “Platonic” work. For both thematic and historical reasons, then,
         this masterpiece of Plato’s maturity offers an apt first focus for the present inquiry.
         How profoundly, we may ask, would the Phaedo’s characteristic tenets, indeed the entire dialogue, have been affected by greater
         linguistic awareness on Plato’s part?
      

      
       According to one trend in Plato scholarship, it might have made little difference
         whether the author of the Phaedo possessed such awareness. For, as Kenneth Dorter has noted regarding the dialog’s
         arguments, “It is often held that they are not only invalid if taken at face value,
         but were recognized as such by Plato, for he makes Socrates call attention to the
         inconclusiveness, or need for more thorough examination, of all of them.”[4]  I think Dorter is right to be skeptical about this blanket judgment. However, I
         will not attempt to sort out which arguments can be accepted as representing, more
         or less, Plato’s own thinking. It will suffice that Plato favored at least some of
         the positions that he here has Socrates defend (in particular the “twin pillars” cited
         above[5]) and that he did not keep his reasons entirely to himself. Plato was indeed a Platonist.
         Given these plausible, widely-held assumptions, I will not be critiquing a mere straw
         man if I consider whether the arguments would survive attention to the linguistic
         problems they pass over. Suppose that the author of the Phaedo had paid still closer attention to language: how great a difference might that have
         made? Would he have written any work resembling the Phaedo? I can adopt this approach with added assurance because my interest extends beyond
         Plato himself to countless readers and commentators who, taking his dialogue and its
         arguments with full seriousness, have shown no greater awareness than Plato of their
         profound, pervasive linguistic difficulties.
      

      
      The Argument from Recollection

      
      For the present study, Plato’s famed argument from recollection holds special interest
         by reason of the range of Platonic themes it introduces and of its explicit allusions
         to language. Thus, theme-wise, it makes a case for nonsensible Forms, our recollection
         of them in this life, the immaterial soul, and its preexistence, and thereby contributes
         something to the case for immortality. And from the start the argument’s focus is
         explicitly linguistic: in the “excellent argument” that Cebes formulates and Socrates
         approves, “when people are questioned, and if the questions are well put, they state
         the truth about everything for themselves—and yet unless knowledge and a correct account
         were present within them, they’d be unable to do that.”[6]  We have knowledge, for example, of equality, and on the strength of this knowledge
         we may declare two sticks to be equal or unequal in length. Since (to speak in shorthand
         for the moment), sensible sticks alone cannot tell us what equality consists in, “it
         must, surely, have been before we began to see and hear and use the other senses that
         we got knowledge of the equal itself, of what it is.”[7]  Similarly, before we entered this sensible world we came to know “not only the equal,
         the larger and the smaller, but everything of that sort.”[8]  For his argument, Socrates concludes, “concerns the beautiful itself, and the good
         itself, and just and holy, no less than the equal; in fact, as I say, it concerns
         everything on which we set this seal, ‘what it is,’ in the questions we ask and in the answers we give. And so we must have got pieces
         of knowledge of all those things before birth.”[9]  
      

      
      Note that the argument ends, as it began, with linguistic acts: our questions and
         answers. These answers are to be explained through knowledge of the Forms—the equal
         itself, the beautiful itself, the good itself, and so forth. Yet the Forms are not
         linguistic. They are neither Greek nor Latin nor Hebrew, and have no labels attached
         (e.g., “in ancient Rome call me aequalitas, in modern London call me ‘equality’”). So one wonders how they can help us choose
         the right expression, for instance for the sticks, in the languages we speak. No nonlinguistic
         entity can convey, on its own, the grammar, semantics, or pragmatics of a language,
         let alone those of all languages. Yet such are the things that speakers would need
         to know in order to give the answers, in Greek, that Plato seeks to explain. And such
         knowledge—such linguistic knowledge—cannot be taken for granted, as something obvious
         and unproblematic, in Plato’s argument. For there is no evident reason to suppose
         that knowledge of the language plus knowledge of the sticks does not suffice to explain
         the verdict “They are equal,” nor is there any evident reason to suppose that learning
         the language requires acquaintance with a nonlinguistic Form. Certainly Plato suggests
         no such reason, for he says nothing on the subject. From perception of the nonlinguistic
         Form he passes directly to a linguistic act using Greek. The learning, at an early
         age, of the language employed forms no part of his story.
      

      
      It appears that Plato, like most commentators on the Phaedo, was unaware of any such lacuna or the problem it poses for his argument. For it
         seems unlikely that he was both more aware of the problem than the commentators and
         unconcerned about the validity of the argument. However, this impression merits close
         scrutiny; for, as we shall see, throughout the history of philosophy varied yet kindred
         accounts of predication and concept formation have conveyed a similar impression.
         To do Plato justice, then, and discern possible explanations for his silence about
         the gap that he and his Socrates left between nonlinguistic Form and linguistic predication,
         we can look more closely in two directions: first from the sticks to the Form, then
         from the Form to the sticks. That is, we can first ask: why, according to the Phaedo, need we have recourse to a previous existence to explain correct this-worldly predication?
         Then, in the reverse direction, we can inquire: why should we suppose that acquaintance
         there with a nonlinguistic Form can solve our present problem of correct predication?
         How does that suffice or even offer any guidance?
      

      
      On the first question, regarding Plato’s leap from the sticks to the Form, there is
         much disagreement among exegetes. At the start, Socrates asks whether the sticks we
         call equal fall short of the equal itself, and Simmias replies
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