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Abstract
In his Welcome Message for the congress the President of the FISP, Peter Kemp, says that—inter alia—it will be an occasion “for rethinking the great philosophical questions.” Amongst there questions how we in the present understand the philosophical past is surely a perennial query before us. In this short paper I will refer to the endeavour of understanding past philosophical thought on its own terms (and if necessary in its own language) or as presented in a current idiom as “philosophical translation.” The latter can take three forms: logical, analytical, or hermeneutic. Here I will very briefly discuss all three forms vis-à-vis modern attempts to understand the medieval concept of “supposition” with special reference to the role metalanguage plays in philosophical translation. 
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In his Welcome Message for the congress the President of the FISP, Peter Kemp, says that—inter alia—it will be an occasion “for rethinking the great philosophical questions.” Amongst these questions how we in the present understand the philosophical past is surely a perennial query before us. In this short paper I will consider the endeavour of understanding past philosophical thought on its own terms (and if necessary in its own language) or as presented in a current idiom as “philosophical translation.” The latter can take three forms: logical, analytical, or hermeneutic. Here I will very briefly discuss all three forms vis-à-vis modern attempts to understand the medieval concept of “supposition” (reference)
 with special reference to the role metalanguage plays in philosophical translation. 


The potential historical scope of interest of philosophical translation is, in principle, the entire history of world philosophy. Specifically, in the Western tradition it has been argued regarding the distant past that “Attempts to understand ancient theories seem to force us to reconsider the fundamental and enduring questions of logic and language.”
 Thus to opt to consider, for example, the medieval concept of “supposition” is not as anachronistic as it might seem to the uninformed for, as was stated by one student of ancient philosophy back in the early 1970s, 
During the last half century there has been revolutionary progress in logic and in logic-related areas such as linguistics. Historical knowledge of the origins of these subjects has also increased significantly. Thus, it would seem that the problem of determining the extent to which ancient logical and linguistic theories admit of accurate interpretation in modern terms is now ripe for investigation.
 


Similarly, attempts to understand the problems and key questions of medieval logic and thought on language in modern terms catalyze us to attend to the historicity of certain recurrently considered fundamental problems and questions, to the different formulations they have been given, and to the different solutions which have been offered for them. One of these persistently enduring questions is what are the conditions of possibility for verbal messages to have meaning? An explicit description of what is entailed in seriously considering this question is given by Roman Jakobson when he says that “ . . . any verbal message in the selection and combination of its constituents involves a recourse to the given code and that a set of metalingual operations underlies this perpetual framework.”
 For Jakobson this question relates to what he considers to be the urgent task facing the science of language—that is “a systematic analysis of lexical and grammatical meanings (that) must begin by approaching metalanguage as an innermost problem.”
 If the problematic of lexical meanings is the area of modern semantic theory which it is appropriate to correlate with the concept of supposition in the logical and semantic thought of the late medieval period, then the critical scrutiny of this “correlation” requires that the theoretical metalanguages which organize the medieval and modern problematics be investigated for their commensurability or, as the case may be, incommensurability in relation to each other. 


In Jakobson’s terms we need to ask is there an “equivalence in difference” between two historically separated metalanguages or, on the contrary, does a demonstrable non-equivalence obtain between them? This question can, of course, only be answered with reference to the interpretation of specific texts and the assessment of particular arguments as well as in relation to the evaluation of the theoretical perspectives and metalanguages that organize these. For Jakobson’s part, however, it should not be forgotten that his attempt to answer his own basic question has to be related to the question of his questions; that is, as he puts it, “The question of invariance in the midst of variation” as it “issues from the Heraclitean premise that variation is the universal invariant.”
 


Any practice of philosophical translation, then, has to consciously heed Jakobson’s caveat that metalanguage be approached as an ‘”innermost problem.” Metalanguage is a key internal organizing aspect of medieval and modern logical and semantic theory and the external relations between these can only be commensurable ones through the mediating process of translation—be it logical or analytical. Metalanguage is as an inner problem for the development (adoption and construction) of a translation perspective that can be used to interpret the relations between the medieval theory of supposition and its modern reconstructions and interpretations. 


Informing all these considerations there has to be a reflexive metalinguistic awareness that underlying all forms of metalinguistic relations is the invariant problematic of metalanguage itself which has received and which continues to receive different formulations in different contexts with different aims of inquiry in view. Metalanguage is the innermost problem of both synchronic and diachronic language description and use between past and present. The problem of the diachronic (historical) correlation of different metalanguages considered from the point of view of their one-way (past to present) translatability or untranslatability is what is at issue in reading the past in terms of the present.


As expected, Willard Quine has a sagacious understanding of this issue for it is he who assessed the feasibility of constructing successful intercultural/linguistic correlations with respect to the obstacles which stand in the way of such practices—considered as practices of translation—with an acute awareness of the historicity and hence the relativity of all such attempts at “translation.” At the end of his essay “Speaking about Objects” Quine writes:

Translation of our remote past or future discourse . . . do not come smoothly. . . . But even . . . historical gradations, if somehow traced down the ages and used as clues to translation between widely separated evolutionary stages, would still be gradations only, and in no sense clues to fixed ideas beneath the flux of language. For the obstacle to correlating conceptual schemes is not that there is anything ineffable about language or culture, near or remote. . . . The obstacle is only that any one intercultural correlation of words and phrases, and hence of theories, will be just one among various empirically admissible correlations, whether it is suggested by historical gradations or by unaided analogy; there is nothing for such a correlation to be uniquely right or wrong about. In saying this I philosophize from the vantage point only of our own provincial conceptual scheme and scientific epoch, true; but I know no better.
 

    If, according to Quine, then, there are no “fixed ideas beneath the flux of language,” that there are only “historical gradations” between the past and the present, that there is nothing “ineffable” about language or culture and that, at best, we can only attempt to produce intercultural correlations which are only empirically admissible from the standpoint of and with respect to our own historically local circumstances, we will have to freely admit that our “translations” should really be thought of as transitions between past, present, and projected future in a situation of more or less permanent transition. In this connection Umberto Eco has written of the intercultural correlation between our own cultural modernity and the Middle Ages thus:

It has been said that this new Middle Ages of ours will be a period of “permanent transition,” for which new methods of adaptation will have to be adopted. It will be less a problem of scientifically preserving the past than of exploring possibilities for turning disorder to account by entering into the logic of conflict. A culture of continual readaption, nourished by Utopia, will be born—is already being born. This is how medieval man invented the university, with the same impartiality with which today’s wandering scholars are destroying or, if you like, transforming it. In their own way, the Middle Ages preserved the heritage of the past, not by hibernation but by constant retranslation and reuse. It was an immense operation of bricolage, balanced above nostalgia, hope and despair.
 


For Eco, then, in our new Middle Ages of permanent transition it seems that all kinds of translations, retranslations—even mistranslations—and intercultural correlations are admissible. On pain of taking seriously Eco’s scenario, there is still need to ask of all these translations—legitimate and illegitimate, admissible and inadmissible—Jakobson’s pointed and all but accusatory questions: “Translator of what messages? Betrayer of what values?”
 


Is the aim of our contributions to tradition that of, as Alasdair MacIntyre poses the options, “same saying” or is it—in order to be consciously modern—a case of wilfully producing linguistic innovations?
 Is it legitimate to characterize the retrospectively orientated attempts of modern philosophers to reconstruct and critically assess medieval philosophy as one of “conversation”?
 At the risk of ending with a possibly inadmissible interpretation of the medieval concept of supposition it might be ventured that what ultimately—first and last—is at stake is quite simply what the meanings and values each of us appropriate and produce individually, and together, so to speak, “stands for”? Of what, in the end, are we ‘signs of’? What, given that we can consciously have a “fore-conception of completion,” do we finally, to say again, want our signs actually to “stand for”?

    As far as our interpretative, “conversational” (communicative-dialogic) and translation relationships with the traditions of medieval scholasticism are concerned it is necessary to appreciate that the “arts of discourse” (artes semocinalis) of late medieval intellectual culture, i.e. the three branches of the trivium (grammar, rhetoric and logic), each carried out a sustained reflection upon language as a semiotic system the central focus of concern of which was to determine the nature and delimit the functions and the limitations of the verbal sign as the mediator of human understanding. Within the intellectual institutions of the trivium, metalinguistic and semiotic awareness was as much concerned with language as a living expression of the social order as it was with its role as the medium par excellence of human consciousness. In particular, regarding the problem of supposition, whereas the main interest of the medieval logicians was with the semantic consequences of choosing this or that word to “stand for” (supponere pro) something or other in the construction of propositions and arguments, poets, in contrast, were essentially concerned with the personal, ethical and semantic consequences of choosing words to express (or conceal) thoughts, desires and deeds. Again, the medieval rhetoricians, rather than construe the problems of supposition as a strict matter of syntax, saw the question of how words are invoked to “stand for” things as a question of privilege and power within a hierarchy of social forms.
 Thus a politically aware—and therefore truly contemporary—understanding of the problematic of supposition will grasp the properly limited logical concern with the matters of predication and argumentation which it involves as well as, at the same time, appreciating that a rhetorical and pragmatic consideration of supposition entails ethical questions of semiosis which bear on and implicate our current communicative motives and intentions 
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Modern Interpretations of the Theory of Supposition in Medieval Logic and Semantics: A Translation Approach





Summary





This scholarly essay is a meta-study of a selection of modern interpretations of the theory of supposition (suppositiones) in medieval logic and semantics using an interdisciplinary translation approach constructed for this purpose. The point of departure for the enquiry is the view of the eminent twentieth-century linguist Roman Jakobson that the medieval theory of supposition has bequeathed to us a developed position on the problematic of lexical meanings – in the Latin of medieval logic significata dictionum specialia.


Briefly, in medieval logic ‘supposition’ was the property of ‘standing for’ (supponere pro) something. As applied to nouns in spoken or written sentences (propositiones) the relation between the verbal sign and what it substituted for (a thing, person or event) was termed that of supposition.


The interdisciplinary approach used in this study employs Jakobson’s discrimination of different kinds of translation linked to his theory of constitutent factors in any act of verbal communication. This perspective is further theoretically refined using Peirce’s conception of the ‘interpretant’ in the context of a semiotic theory. The interpretation offered in this work is fundamentally a pragmatic one using a combination of semiotic and pragmatic-communicative theory. 


Chapter II considers a selection of modern reconstructions of the medieval theory of supposition divided into syntactic, semantic and pragmatic approaches according to Peirce’s semiotic. Chapter III then considers the relations between metalinguistic explanation, logic and translation. Such attention is needed because modern reconstructions of medieval logic are tantamount to the translation of a written metalanguage in Latin into one or other kind of formalized logic. In this chapter translation is considered as both an object and a method of analysis.


Chapter IV explicates the perspective on translation used in chapters V and VI to interpret the medieval theory of supposition. To say again, this framework adopts concepts from Jakobson’s writings on translation and the functional structure of verbal communication and combines them with Peirce’s semiotic conception of the ‘interpretant’ and, in particular, the logical interpretant. 


Chapter V considers logical, analytical and hermeneutic approaches to reconstructing the history of philosophy with special reference to the medieval theory of supposition. Particular reference is given to the logic of question and answer with regard to hermeneutic translation. The key substantive question addressed in this chapter is whether or not modern interpretations or reconstructions by symbolic logic of the medieval theory of supposition can be considered advances in the logical translation of the medieval Latin metalanguage.


The final chapter of the study further considers the uses of logical, analytical and hermeneutic forms of translation in reconstructing the history of philosophy again with special reference to the medieval theory of supposition. Here the problem of the commensurability of incommensurability between the medieval metalanguage and modern attempts at its logical translation is brought to the fore. Is there, in this regard, in Jakobson’s terms, an ‘equivalence in difference’ between the medieval Latin metalanguage and its modern logical representation or does the latter amount to a development beyond the former in term of truth values? In the end what this study emphasizes is that to be able to respond to this challenging question a systematic analysis of supposition has to consider metalanguage as an innermost problem.e
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