
Philosophy 3E03 – Comment Portfolio (1st Half) 
 
Week 2 Comments 
 

1. What does it mean to have a ‘perfect’ language? Does it mean that everyone can 
understand it, or does it mean that every word that language uses to designate 
certain things in the world is correct or right in a metaphysical sense? If it’s the 
latter, then why is the search for a perfect language, in the sense that it must be 
perfect or, perhaps metaphysically correct, necessary or even appealing? This 
strikes me as a very old-fashioned and antiquated goal – and perhaps that’s all that 
needs to be said about it. From a modern perspective I would want to ask, is it not 
sufficient to be able to describe, and communicate about, the world to one another 
in a way that is coherent and clear, regardless of the sense in which the language 
through which the communication takes place is perfect or right, metaphysically 
speaking?  

2. “Given a proposition, Lull accepts or rejects its logical conversion, without regard 
to its formal correctness.” (Eco, 62). If in accepting or rejecting a proposition’s 
logical conversion, one does not take into account the formal correctness of the 
proposition, does one then become involved in an inconsistent logical system that 
might suffer the charge of arbitrariness? How might one avoid this type of 
randomness or inconsistency if one were to accept/defend Lull’s system? 

3. If the point of the ars combinatorial was to “demonstrate what was already 
known, and lock it for ever in the steely cage of the system of trees” (Eco, 69), 
would that fact make it an immutable form of language, based solely on what was 
known at the time of Lull’s creating it? If so, does this significantly reduce its 
value as an attempt at a perfect language, as it would, seemingly, therefore be 
incapable of adaptation, or naturally averse to the introduction of new 
concepts/ideas?  

 
 
Week 3 Comments 
 

1. See Eco, 82. For the purpose of creating a perfect language, would it be better to 
perform retrospective etymologizing, or prospective etymologizing? In response 
to this question, I would say that for creating a perfect language, retrospective 
etymologizing would be better, since it aims to show how the words of “the 
mother tongue are harmoniously related with the nature of things.” (82) However, 
if the goal is instead to create a universal language, then prospective 
etymologizing seems more advantageous since it aims at showing how the mother 
tongue can in some way relate to all other forms of language, and that all these 
forms are merely derivative of that mother tongue. 

2. Why should it follow from the fact that “each language contains its own particular 
vision of the world” (Eco, 110) that they should necessarily be mutually 
incommensurable? Though we may not be able to derive a universal or perfect 
language from a mother tongue, can there not still be certain similarities or 



standards between languages that make them languages as such? Certainly they 
must share a common feature by which they can be judged merely by virtue of the 
fact that they are languages?  

3. See Eco, 116. In relation to the evolutionary theory of language, would it make 
sense to speak of language that originates “before the dawn of humanity?” 
Though there may have been forms of communication between animals/species of 
human ancestors at that time, is it right to think of them as having their own 
language, as humans understand that term? Furthermore, if language is a human 
construction, how could language have existed before the dawn of humanity?  

 
 
Week 4 Comments 
 

1. To disregard the America’s native peoples’ language of symbols as “irredeemably 
polluted with diabolic influences” (Eco, 162) without first attempting to 
understand it or use it to one’s advantage seems like an extremely naïve 
perspective for a society to take whose goal was said to be the attainment of 
objective knowledge or truth, such as Europe’s was commonly taken to be in the 
early modern/renaissance period. Why would they assume that American 
indigenous languages of symbols are not as complex, detailed and informative as 
those of Egypt or China?  

2. To what extent would a polygraphy be useful as a form of communication? 
Wouldn’t it be too difficult to learn and too time consuming to fully understand to 
serve the purpose of being used as a way of communicating from human to 
human? To me, polygraphies seems highly impractical. 

3. This is a general question, not necessarily related to the topics of this week’s 
readings. Saussure, in his article, speaks of the practice, study, or academic 
discipline of ‘philology’ in his separation of the periods of the science of 
language, each of which took language as the object of its study. My question is 
this: as an academic discipline, what happened to philology? Why was this 
discipline discarded from the academic world? Did it become superfluous, or did 
it simply lose academic appeal to scholars? Isn’t there some way in which such a 
discipline could still be useful?  

4. Saussure claims “To sum up, the word does not exist without a signified as well 
as a signifying element. But the signified element is only a summary of the 
linguistic value, presupposing the mutual interaction of terms, in each language 
system.” Is this enough to prove the impossibility of a perfect language, where a 
perfect language is understood as a system where each word has a specific 
meaning that corresponds correctly to something in the world? The idea would be 
that no one word alone represents a concept, idea or thing, in itself. Terms only 
gain value in relation to the other terms of the language of which they are a part. 
Thus, to talk of a perfect language doesn’t make sense since single terms alone do 
not denote truths about the world – they require the system of language. 

 
 
 



Week 5 Comments 
 

1. This is a general question that occurred to me while reading Chapter 16 of Eco. 
When and how was the distinction between male and female words made? What 
does the distinction amount to, in terms of how certain words are understood? 

2. Eco claims, “today more than ever before, at the end of its long search, European 
culture is in urgent need of a common language that might heal its linguistic 
fractures.” (344) I am wondering if this is necessarily the case. Perhaps what is 
needed in Europe, rather than a common language, is a sound educational 
infrastructure that offers linguistic instruction in a number of the pre-dominant 
European languages, so that even if one does not come to a full understanding of, 
or practical ability to use a language, one can still communicate in Europe in a 
common tongue, even if it is not either individual’s mother tongue.  

3. What is the third value of Aymara’s three-valued logic? (Eco, 346) 
4. If the linguistic relativity thesis holds, how are we to account for abstract concepts 

that are said to hold a universal meaning (i.e. the number 1). Does the thesis force 
us to accept that rudimentary concepts such as numbers necessarily mean 
different things in different languages? Or does it merely force us to accept that 
the way speakers of different languages understand numbers is different from one 
another?  

 
Week 6 Comments 
 

1. Though I think the effort to create an a priori language has merits in its purpose 
and goal, I think it requires too much, being a priori, of the human mind. In the 
sense that it demands a profound system of classification and a corresponding 
system of symbols in order for rudimentary notions to be comprehensibly 
understood and communicated, the creation of an a priori language would seem 
to require a level of knowledge that exceeds the limitations of the human mind, in 
my opinion, and seems therefore impossible to create by a human. Maybe a 
computer could make one, however? 

2. It’s interesting to note how Leibniz’s motives for discovering a scientific or a 
priori type language are similar to the motives of those who sought for universal 
languages: the fruition of universal peace. It’s also interesting to note that he 
differed from those other types in so far as he didn’t think a universal language 
would necessarily secure peace, but instead advocated that a scientific language 
would lead to the discovery of truth, which would then play in to producing 
peace. I think Leibniz’s is a an interesting combinatory conception of truth that 
designates it both as possibly resulting from a philosophical language, and as a 
means to achieving universal peace, not merely scholarly agreement in academic 
disciplines.  

3. I think it’s interesting to note how Eco refers at the end of Ch. 14 to scholars who, 
in as early of a period as the enlightenment, seemed to be adopting theses that 
sound analogous to the linguistic relativity thesis, in order to show the 
impossibility of a philosophical or truly a priori language. Perhaps then it’s fair to 



say that the linguistic relativity thesis has its roots in the Enlightenment thinkers’ 
rejection of the a priori language, though they never put a name to it. 

 
 
Week 7 Comments 
 

1. Is Frege’s sense-reference distinction something that holds true for all languages, 
even those that don’t use words, but are instead symbolic?  

2. Can a proper name have a variety of references, or must they be singular in 
nature? (i.e. a triangle seems to have one reference – a triangular shape – but can 
be thought of in different ways because there are different forms of 
triangles…what would Frege say about this kind of example?) 

3. Russell uses the terms primary and secondary occurrences. What do these mean 
and what distinguishes one from the other? Does it have to do with the existence 
of the subject in a proposition?   


