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The standard view of sentences

●The prevailing syntactical view of sentences in 
logic, philosophy of language, linguistics, cognitive 
science: sentence = subject + predicate, defined 
in terms of correctness. Thus language is a set of 
well-formed sentences.
●In 'Mary sings' 'Mary' is the subject and 'sings' the 
predicate.

● logically: Sm where S is the predicate 
'sings' and m the subject 'Mary.'

● grammatically: Np + Vp

–



And the normal semantic story gives us the 
meaning of the sentence as follows:

Assume a world which is populated, at 
least, by human beings, and let H be 
the set of all human beings. Then 
Mary's name, m, denotes one 
member of this set. Let 'S' denote the 
set of all those who sing. The 
sentence 'Mary sings' is true exactly 
when the individual m is a member of 
S. (If 'singing' is a property that is to 
be attributed only to men then, 
obviously, S is a subset of H.)



If taken as a theory of meaning, what is 
wrong with the standard view?

●associates meaning too tightly with the truth 
conditions of declarative sentences
●centers on stagnant state of affairs and cannot 
really deal with the change of the world
●cannot handle meaning change either
●is useless if we want to describe nonartificial 
discourses like genuine dialogues
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●doesn't reflect how genuine discourses change 
the meaning of topical words, introduce new 
concepts, and allow the emergence of unforeseen 
objects to be spoken of
●universalism: is unable to deal with unique and 
untranslatable meanings which arise as a 
language  intertwines with local nature and local 
traditions
●doesn't show how discourses are able to change 
the world, allow new worlds, or versions of the 
world (in Nelson Goodman's sense), to emerge
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Some consequences of the 
standard view

●the interaction between verbal expressions and images (imageyry, 
imagination, visualized ideas) is blocked, and the relationship 
obscured

●due to this blockage, we are unable to understand how conceptual 
change and meaning change utilize imagery

●the flexibility and spontaneinty of speaking appears as enigmatic
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Some metaphysical presuppositions 
of the standard view

●Objects are allowed to dominate and determinate concepts. The 
experiential traffic between objects and concepts is not conceded 
to move in two directions.

●The role of experience in shaping concepts is obscured. The 
spontaneous activity of the human mind in creating new concepts 
is dismissed. This dismissed activity includes, not only the 
conscious subjectivity, such as intentional thinking, but 
preconceptual and unconscious experience as well.
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Some typical formal presuppositions of 
the standard view

●Language and the world (universe of discourse, model, 
situation...) are kept strictly separated, and thus made  
independent of one another

●correspondence view of truth; typically the Tarski schema, and 
Tarski's truth definition; meaning of a sentence as its truh 
conditions

●adherence to the law of noncontradiction and to the principle self-
identity

●the principle of compositionality
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The alternative approach: dialectics 
of subject and predicate

Suppose that what there is, namely the world, 
whatever you otherwise believe it to be, is 
something that perpetually changes. Then nothing 
in it is able to maintain its formal identity.

Suppose in addition: the world is contradictory, 
and it is not possible to explain it with any single 
theory/view which is both comprehensive and 
consistent.
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Hegel's Geist

●Reliable or admissible concepts participate both 
maintaining and changing the world. The world is 
a conceptual but contradictory totality. As 
concepts evolve, the world evolves; as the world 
evolves, the concepts evolve.
●True sentences, with their reliable concepts, 
participate changing the world which they are said 
only to describe. Even trivial declarative 
sentences change it to some extent, but poetic, 
scientific and religious language may change it 
considerably.
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●Hegel: everything is contradictory; thus every 
object, including physical objects, is contradictory
●All objects are multilayer processes, and, like 
social institutions and organisms, are unable to 
maintain formal identity
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The objects and processes which occupy the 
roles as grammatical subject and predicate are 
themselves contradictory. But the grammatical 
roles add to their contradictoriness the 
paradoxicality that something particular is said to 
be universal; and universality is said to realize or 
incorporate itself in a particular.
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Unity of the speaking and thinking 
subject

Because speakers are subjects who are to some 
extent conscious, their thoughts and sentences 
perpetually maintain, re-create, or re-synthesize 
the unity of their subjectivity. A meaningful 
sentence or judgment achieves the unity by 
reconciliating momentarily the contradictoriness of 
its grammatical subject and predicate. 
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Unity is only partly conscious

This doesn't imply that the speaking subject 
would, or even could, be fully conscious of the 
meaning which emerges from the reconciliation, 
or that the meaning could ever be fully 
conceptualized.
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Unity through change

The reconciliation, the emergence of unity, is  
called Aufhebung. A successful (meaningful 
true) sentence achieves the unity only by 
properly changing the meanings of the words 
or expressions which occupy the roles of the 
grammatical subject and predicate.
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The origin of the grammatical 
subject

Only self-conscious subjects are able to generate 
meaningful sentences. Obviously then, only 
human beings can seriously change the world 
they live in.

But this doesn't imply that the essence of 
sententiality would be accessible to conscious and 
conceptually organized subjectivity. The origin of 
grammatical subject lies in the agency experience 
of the primordial agency-patiency contrariety.
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The agent-patient contrariety

This experiential contrariety is neither fully conscious nor 
fully conceptualizable. Therefore, neither the origin of our 
self-consciousness nor the origin of sententiality is fully 
accessible to consciousness and conceptual analysis.

Like other preconceptual contrarieties, such as  
domination-submission, (tendency to) attack-retreat, or 
pain-pleasure, the roots of agent-patient contrariety lie in 
the psychoid darkness of instincts and animal 
experience. (Jung:  in archetypal experience)
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No norms/rules are able to define 
language as a whole

Language is like the world itself. Just as language is not 
definable in terms of norms and grammatical correctness, 
the world cannot be explained by any single theory which 
is both consistent and comprehensive (Wolfgang Pauli: 
nature is partly 'irrational').

The origin of meaning can be found in preconceptual 
(better: aconceptual) experience which is not reducible 
into any comprehensive and consistent 
conceptualization.

●
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The core of dialectics

In order to expand the area which is to be 
explained, we are often forced to collect and use 
several theories/views simultaneously. Sometimes 
each theory of the collection succeeds itself in 
reaching a respectable level of consistency. But 
as soon as the area of explanation becomes 
adequately wide, the (in-themselves-relatively-
consistent) theories turn mutually incompatible.
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Images, imagery, imagination...

The flexibility of language, the perpetual meaning 
change, and the ability of verbal discourses to 
introduce new objects and versions of the world 
can be explained only if the relationship between 
verbal meaning and mental imagery is somehow 
understood.

Images are needed as we attempt to approach 
experience which is ambivalent, ambiguous, and 
contradictory.
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Thinking as imagined action

All experience, as it arises in genuine action, and  
generates action related speech, is  ambiguous, 
ambivalent, and contradictory.

Action is accompanied, but only partly determined 
or controlled, by thinking.

Thinking consists primarily of the ability to imagine 
(predict in mental imagery) our own future action 
and how others might react to it (Piaget).
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Potamos Acheron
●Verbal and visual meaning originate, meet again, 
and get entangled in the partly unconscious realm 
of aconceptual experiential contrarieties, Potamos 
Acheron.
●This is the tidal stream of primal not-yet-
conceptualized and not-fully-conscious 
experience which runs in two directions 
simultaneously (Hölderlin: Seyn which can be 
accessed only with the help of Intellektuale 
Anschauung).



Thank you!
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