Supplementary Notes: Natural Language
1. Thinking with concepts
1.1. Words are symbols. Words can be said aloud or written down, and thus heard or read. Words correspond to concepts in the mind, which are their meaning. When we read and listen, these concepts are brought into play. 
1.2. Different languages employ different symbols to invoke the same concept. Thus, the same concept may be invoked by an indefinite number of symbols. The concept which is being expressed by a word(s) will be represented by putting square brackets around that word(s). Thus, [9] = [number of planets in the solar system]. (Remember the concept of number 9 is in the mind. It does not exist in the physical world, not on this paper you are reading.)
1.3. The difference between a proposition and a sentence 
1.3.1. A proposition is the meaning of a sentence which is asserted. The proposition asserted by a sentence is represented by putting square brackets around that sentence. Thus, [The world is flat] = [The earth is flat]. Different sentences in the same language or in different languages can assert the same proposition. 
1.3.2. Example: The sentences “All men are mortal” and “There is no man except that he is mortal” express the same proposition. One may suggest that these sentences are rhetorically different, and this objection is valid. However, to facilitate reasoning, especially in non-poetic and non-figurative contexts, this much may be overlooked. 
1.4. Where do concepts come from?

1.4.1. According to the currently dominant school of linguistics (Chomsky’s cognitive revolution in the 1950s) concepts are innate. We inherit, or are born with, a repertoire (pool) of concepts. What we learn is not new concepts but ways of linking concepts we already know with symbols in our environment. (For those with an interest in philosophy, this idea is very similar to Plato’s Theory of Recollection. According to Plato the soul already knows everything, in the world it merely recollects what it has forgotten.) The evidence Chomsky has offered is known as poverty of stimulus: children just aren’t exposed to enough linguistic data to build their knowledge of language from stimulus. 

1.4.2. Having grown into a particular linguistic environment a child learns to make the links between the linguistic symbols (word sounds) and concepts. 

1.4.3. All children have the same or very similar pool of concepts, and they learn to associate them to sounds depending on the particular language environment they grow up in. If they grow up learning mandarin they employ the same concepts had they grown up learning Urdu—just the sounds are different. (Language is like a bunch of switches that can be tuned to Urdu, English, German, French, Arabic, depending on the exposure the child gets.) 
1.4.4. Children learn around one word per waking hour. Words are too complex to learn at that rate. They can do so because their minds are already receptive to these words. 

1.4.5. The purpose of a dictionary is to keep a record of the connections between words and other words according to usage in a particular language community. Dictionaries can never spell out the concepts in entirety. A dictionary user is already assumed to have extensive working knowledge of that language. This working knowledge is directly learned (while growing up). A dictionary cannot generate an entirely new concept in the mind, it can merely describe it in terms of other concepts which the reader must already possess in order make sense of the word. (Note: If everything were to be defined then we would end up in circles or infinite regress, because terms will be defined using other terms, which in turn will be defined using still other terms, ad infinitum. Obviously it does not work that way. We must approach a dictionary already knowing most of the words, which we expect to pick up from our environment.) 
1.4.6. Dictionaries (lexicons) record the conventional meanings of words. Thus when we talk of the “correct” use of the word, it entirely depends on the way the word has been used in that context/environment/history. The use may be different in different contexts, environments, in geographically different places (since there is no necessary connection between sounds and concepts, but these connections must remain somewhat constant in the same language community to ensure communication). The meaning of a word involves its historical roots, its initial context of usage, its various uses during a particular stretch of history, how its use was affected by changing times, and even then a dictionary cannot exhaust its meanings. It is very likely that the learner of the word will apply the word in a way which is entirely unique, but which others can understand. This seems to mean that words have meanings which are somehow grasped in a very fluid and dynamic way but which cannot be completely articulated in a dictionary.
2.1.1. Meaning depends on use: Meaning or the concepts brought into play when certain words are mentioned depends on use. A word may be used in a different way, and then a different set of concepts come into play. So, meaning is not fixed. A word may in different contexts have host of different meanings. Thus [world1] may not necessarily be same as [world2] if the contexts of 1 and 2 are different.
2.2. Meaning is contextual: Philosophers and logicians tried to pin down the meaning of words to something constant and determinate so that there will never be any confusion regarding usage of words. The idea was to make natural language as exact as mathematics. The concepts [~], [(], [&] are always the same, because their meaning is fixed by us. However, most natural language words do not work this way. 

2.2.1. Let’s say that whenever we use the word “book” to refer to something, that thing always has pages. Thus “Every book has pages” is an analytic (see analytic) truth—true by virtue of meanings alone. But then consider the correct sentence “I wrote a book in my head” (Chomsky). 
2.2.2. So is the case with most words. Their meaning is open-ended and difficult to pin down to something definite.
2.2.3. Examples: What the word “education” meant to Newton, is hardly what is meant by your Physics teacher today. The word “information” has undergone a radical change in less than a hundred years. “Time” has changed connotations too. Now we speak of time in terms of units of minutes, earlier it was associated with the movement of the sun. To a medieval church-goer “progress” could not possibly have included construction of tall buildings and roads—then the idea was to go back to the life of Jesus. That was true progress. So, words have changed meanings through time to the point that equating them will be an anachronism. Thus while “education” is spelt the same in Newton’s time as in ours, but [education1600] ( [education2000]. 
2.3. It seems that if there is something stable (at all) at the core of the meaning of the words like “book”, “river”, “house”, “beautiful”, “just”, “knowledge”, “justified”, “wisdom” and so on, it is largely ineffable. We can talk about it, analyse it, dig into it, but never pin it down to some determinate meaning.
2.4. This leads us to the following speculation: Words do not have a set, bounded or determinate meaning; rather, meaning arises and is enriched in the various contexts of usage. 
2.5. That is why usage of words is learnt when words appear in specific contexts, that is, during the process of reading and listening. That is why only an avid reader, familiar with the major works in a language can make accurate judgements regarding the “correct” use of a word. The “correct” use of a word is never stipulated, but merely described or assessed according to convention (historical and current use) in that language while allowing for creative open-ended flexibility.
3. Words/Concepts and Cluster Concepts
3.1. Words may pick out a concept, but most pick out a cluster of concepts with complex interrelationships.
3.2. The word “progress” in most contexts includes the concept of economic development, improvement in the infrastructure, improved security for citizens, improved standards of education and so on. But progress in a different context might not pick out these words. The word “progress” in the sentence “The student has progressed since he first joined my class” does not involve the notion of economic development, but a whole cluster (set) of different concepts.

3.3. The various concepts that lie under a word are also called its semantic fields.
3.3.1. Lets examine the word “science” for example. It by itself could mean a host of things, everything, and nothing. The word isolated from any context is very difficult, if not impossible, to understand. 
3.3.2. (Even if it is said: “What do you understand from the word science?” the response will depend on the questioner, and will be geared to the questioner, and various detailed inferences regarding the context of the question will first be made before the response.)
3.3.3. The term science could include (1) the activity of the scientists (Which scientists? Where? Are Indian mathematicians from 2000 BC included?); (2) the theory of physics, chemistry, biology; (again the use of the definite article “the” assumes that there is such a thing as the theory of sciences) (3) the history of development of the hard sciences (same concern for the use of the definite article); (4) the institutions which are funding or pioneering science; (5) those theories which meet the requirements of the scientific method (this assumes that the scientific method is well-defined; it is not!); (6) objective and impartial; (7) mathematical (this will exclude most of psychology); and so on. In fact this word as used in any of the contexts today will not make sense to anyone who hasn’t been through what we have been, i.e. who hasn’t experienced the form of life we have, who hasn’t inherited the traditions and culture we have. Someone from a village for example is not expected to somehow intuit its meaning. Thus at least certain meanings are holistic, every word in a sense depends on every other word, and the whole corpus of language depends on the kind of life we are living. Chomsky would say that innately we are all equally capable of understanding anything, but depending on our exposure we understand different things. He would however contest that the simpler building blocks of understanding are the same. We have the same concepts. Only the way we put these concepts together to understand the term science is new to the villager. Given sufficient instruction and exposure he will understand. (Another problem that arises is that certain mental abilities if not learnt before puberty, will never develop. Just like a plant if not watered at the right time will always remain stunted. This however does not refute Chomsky’s thesis, but only confirms that any faculty, language, sight, muscles, bones, all develop according to their inner design, but that development also depends on the environment in the sense of providing it with the proper conditions for growth.)
4. Politics of Words
4.1. By using a particular word, the writer has in a sense claimed that the word s/he used is coherent (makes sense in the context), is clear in what it is talking about, and not ambiguous (does not mean two different things at the same time). 
4.2. A particular usage of the word implies that a particular concept or a cluster of concepts are brought into play, and in such a way that the sentence is coherent (makes sense).
4.3. Ambiguity arises when the same word is used to invoke concepts or cluster-concepts sufficiently different from each other, such that the two or more interpretations have entirely different meanings. 
4.4. Words are exploited for political purposes when those words possessing positive connotations (like progress, education, health, science) to talk about something which is immoral or unjustified, or words with negative connotations are used to describe something which is justified or moral. This is the favourite technique used by politicians, but also the mass media which uncritically accept such misuse of these words (for good reasons).
4.4.1. “Our war”: The unjustified war in Iraq is called the “American War” or “Our War” to get popular support for war in Iraq, in order to get the tax-payer to finance it.

4.4.2. “Humanitarian Intervention”: Whenever a repressive puppet government in a client country of United States gets to have a democratic government which will not be subservient to US interests US has without fail sent in troops. Such an aggressive move is labelled in popular press as a humanitarian intervention.
4.4.3. “Spreading democracy”: This is one of the noble aims of US foreign policy. They have been bringing this message of democracy to the world, and with brutal effect. They unsuccessfully launched democracy onto Indo-china at the cost of 2 million lives, mostly civilians. Now, they are punishing Iraq to get them to become democratic. Nearly a million Iraqis didn’t get it, and died resisting. 
4.4.4. “War against terror”: This is US propaganda designed to get a green signal from world community to wage their own terror against any 3rd world country.
4.4.5. “Patriotism”: Idea exploited to get ordinary citizens to back the elite’s self-serving domestic/foreign policy. Bush questioned the patriotism of the US citizens who questioned his actions in Iraq. 
4.4.6. “Nationalism”: A jingoistic emotion created very early on in childhood to prevent any criticism of the actions of the state. If one is a nationalist, then all of one’s state’s actions are by definition right. Therefore, it is not nationalistic to believe that Pakistan is capable of killing 1 million Bangladeshis. Nationalism in Pakistan is getting harder to sustain as the army turns against its own citizens in the North. National symbols are also important, because they create a sense of loyalty to the state. The state requires that loyalty to maintain the status quo, i.e. the discrepancy between the privileged and the unprivileged.
5. Coherence
5.1. One of the basic elements of critical thinking is clarity. One speaks and writes clearly, but also demands clarity from others. Obfuscation hides ideological biases and fallacious reasoning. Therefore when confronted with difficult vocabulary, it is a generally a good idea to reduce it to its simpler counterparts and then examine the meaning. Writers come up with all sorts of complicated ways of saying something simple. The idea eventually is simple, but just has to be stated in a complicated way in order to impress people and appear stylish. This is not to deny that even difficult words have an application, and in certain literary contexts they are indispensable. However, some skepticism regarding the use of difficult words is healthy. Often when the fluff is gone, very little remains.
6. Further Reading
6.1. There are a number of very good works available on issues of public discourse. Public discourse is the language the people normally use to understand the world and themselves. It is very important to ensure that this discourse is free of underlying prejudices and ideological biases. For example: the word “education” is now being confused for “skill”, “knowledge” for “information”. Some of the books which highlight the politics of words are listed below. They make very good reading and are some of the greatest books of the 20th century. If you can’t get hold of the books, try to look these writers up on the web. 
Geroge Orwell, 1984.

George Orwell, Animal Farm.

Neil Postman, Technopoly.

Neil Postman, End of Education.

Neil Postman, Conscientious Objections.

Jerry Mander, In the Absense of the Sacred.

Jerry Mander, Four Arguments for the Elimination of Television.

Bertrand Russell, On Education.
Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Grey.
Bernard Shaw, Plays Pleasant.

Noam Chomsky, Understanding Power.
Noam Chomsky, Knowledge and Freedom.

C. I. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters: Letters from a Senior to a Junior Devil.
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