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Course Description:  

-The modern part will be divided into three parts, following the usual division of 

the study o language. First grammar/syntax, its nature and our  knowledge of it 

(including grammatical intuitions of ordinary native speakers). Second, the area 

of semantics; we shall choose one famous topic, the semantics  of definite 

descriptions to illustrate typical issues and methods. Third, the area of 

pragmatics and language use. The central question to be addressed is one very 

fashionable nowadays: can semantics and pragmatics be distinguished in a 

principled way. 

The ancient sections of the class will be integrated into the same scheme. We will 

first tackle the issue of how Stoic grammar set the framework of traditional 

grammar. In the semantics and pragmatics sections we will discuss the Epicurean 

theory of signs in general, and of language in particular. Next, we will turn to the 

Stoics: their theory of sayables (lecta), the items that ground the meaning of 

meaningful expressions, and to the Sceptics criticism of these theories. Then we 

will return to the Stoics, and tackle their distinctions among different kinds of 

propositions, the way arguments can be constructed out of them, and the 

account of what gives rise to fallacies, and how these fallacies can be avoided. 

 

Learning Outcomes:  
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By the end of the course students will be expected to understand the main issues in 

philosophy of language, some key considerations about the history of these issues, and 

how these considerations feature in the contemporary discussion. Students will 

probably choose the problems they find most interesting, and will be able to defend 

their choices. 

Requirements: 

• regular attendance 

• regular preparation 

• active participation in discussions 

• Presentation of papers from the secondary literature throughout the term 

• 2000–2500-word term paper (topic to be chosen by March 15, upon 

consultation with the teachers of the course) 

 

Assessment:  

• 25% class participation (discussions); 25% presentations; 50% term paper 

Students are encouraged to submit position papers to complement the 

discussion element of their class participation. 

 

SYLLABUS (sketch) 

 

1. Introduction:  

 

The birth of contemporary philosophy of language. Main areas of interest, and 

connection to other philosophical issues and diciplines 

 

Obligatory reading: 

Frege: On sense and reference 

H.P. Grice: Logic and Conversation 

Additional readings: 

Selections from Kripke: Naming and necessity 

 

 

2. Grammar 

Two philosophically important issues: its nature (social, mental, platonic), and the 

kind of knowledge ordinary speaker has of the grammar of her language. 

Obligatory reading: 
Nenad Miščević: A philosophical theory of language: competence and 

response-dependence   

 



Additional readings 

M. Devitt: Linguistic intuitions: in defense of “ordinarism” 

Dunja Jutronić: Which are the data that competence provides for linguistic 

intuitions? 

 

 

 
 

3. Semantics  

The area of meaning, and how it has been addressed in contemporary analytic 

philosophy 
 

Obligatory reading: 

M.Devitt: What Makes a Property ‘‘Semantic’’? . . 

 

Additional readings 

Selections from P. Elbourne: Meaning 

M.Devitt: Linguistic Conventions 

 

4. Semantics: definite descriptions 

The nature of definite descriptions, the  problem of empty and of incomplete 

descriptions. Frege and Russell, and later developments by Strawson and 

Donellan  
 

Obligatory reading: 

B.Russell: On Denoting 

K.Donellan: Reference and definite description 

M.Devitt: Referental descriptions and conversational implicatures 

 

 

Additional readings 

M.Liston (ed.):Descriptions, their content, uses and historical 

significance (EUJAP) 

 

5. Language use and pragmatics, the nature of pragmatics 
 

Obligatory reading: 
Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson: Pragmatics  

Additional readings 

M. Devitt: Confusion of the metaphysics of meaning with the epistemology 

of interpretation 



 

6. Can meaning and use be distinguished? Can semantics and pragmatics be 

separated from each other. If not, what follows? 

Obligatory reading: 

Selections from F.Recanati: Truth-conditional pragmatics 

M. Devitt: Saturation, polysemy, and pragmatism’s challenge 

Additional readings 

M. Devitt: Modified Occam’s Razor 

 

6. Can meaning and use be distinguished? Can semantics and pragmatics be 

separated from each other. If not, what follows? 

 

7. The rise of traditional grammar and philosophical theory 

 Selections from Long-Sedley, The hellenistic philosophers 

Obligatory reading: 

Michael Frede: The origins of traditional grammar 

Dirk M.Schenkeveld, Jonathan Barnes: Linguistics 

Additional reading: 

 Michael Frede: Principles of Stoic grammar 

David Blank, Catherine Atherton: The Stoic contribution to 

traditional grammar 

 

8. The Epicurean theory of signs 

 Selections from Long-Sedley, The hellenistic philosophers 

Obligatory reading: 

 Stephen Everson: Epicurus on mind and language  

 Additional readings: 

  Jonathan Barnes: Epicurean signs 

  James Allen: Inference from signs 

 

9 – 10. Stoic theory of meaning: the sayables (lecta); different kinds of 

propositions, different kinds of lecta 

 Selections from Long-Sedley, The hellenistic philosophers 

 Obligatory reading: 

  Michael Frede: The Stoic notion of a lekton  

 Additional reading:  

Jonathan Barnes, Susanne Bobzien, Mario Mignucci: Logic 

  Susanne Bobzien: Logic 

 

11. Stoic theory of arguments, and fallacies 

 Selections from Long-Sedley, The hellenistic philosophers 

 



12. The sceptical way with language 

 Selections from Long-Sedley, The hellenistic philosophers 

 Obligatory reading: 

  David K. Glidden: Parrots, Pyrrhonists and native speakers  
 


