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The Inquiry into Language and Thought

Haruhiko MATSUSHITA"

The purpose of this essay is to review my 36 years of research and to summarize my achievements
and reflections during this period.

The first part of this essay briefly reviewed my research life as a graduate student at Nagoya Uni-
versity and at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and then described how I came to embark on the
topic of my research, a philosophy of language approach to educational epistemology. Specifically
speaking, I took a class on philosophy of education taught by Prof. Taura, well-known for his re-
search on John Dewey. The texts for his classes were collections from Dewey’s papers and studies of
American philosophy of education. One of those class texts was a research book by I. Scheffler, which
dealt with the four pragmatists. I was impressed by Scheffler’s incisive analysis in the section that
discusses the flaws in Dewey’s concept of experience. However, over the next few years, as I waded
through the lucid results of analytic philosophy, I became increasingly aware of the fatal problems
with its philosophical method.

Therefore, the second part of this essay outlines the characteristics of the linguistic analysis of the
everyday language school of analytic philosophy and summarizes the strengths and weaknesses of
this philosophy. In particular, I discussed a prominent classic of this school of philosophy, The Con-
cept of Mind by G. Ryle. After critically reviewing his famous discussion of the distinction between
“knowing that” and “knowing how” in that book, I briefly discussed the implications that this distinc-
tion has provoked in educational studies.

The third part reviews the development of 20th century research in philosophy of language on the
relationship between language and cognition. In particular, the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis was the most
radical theory with the potential to refute Kant’s a priori intuitive form. Linguistic cultural relativism
is an important theory to scrutinize when considering the relationship between language and cogni-
tion, but it is extremely difficult to verify this hypothesis empirically. In order to discuss the relation-
ship between the syntax, semantics, and pragmatics of a particular language and how the speakers
of that language perceive the world, some logical leaps cannot be avoided. To this epistemological
problem, W. V. Quine tried to find a solution with the concept of “radical translation” and D. Davidson
proposed the idea of “principle of charity.”

After taking a position at Nagoya University, I began to work on Dewey studies. The forth of this
essay touched on the linguistic aspects of pragmatism. The dawn of pragmatism was also a time of
linguistic turn, and like other philosophical positions, it developed under a novel interest in language,
signs, and meaning. In the 17th century, ideas were universal, but the language that conveyed them
was seen as private. Since communication was thought to be the reproduction of such universal
ideas, the epistemological question arose as to how language, which is only private, could represent
and convey universal ideas. In the 19th century, language came to be seen as social, not private, and
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shared by a particular community. According to C.S. Peirce, the founder of pragmatism, humans use
what appears to consciousness as signs. Every thought is a sign. Since human activity is a series of
thoughts, it follows that man is a sign itself. Peirce’s semantics is logical and normative. In contrast,
J. Dewey and G.H. Mead saw meaning as a property of action, and the action that carries meaning
as a communicative act in which the problems of a situation are shared, interpreted, and resolved
by the social members. Modern society, more than at any other time in human history, has aspects
of instability and stability. In such hard times in predicting the future society, a pragmatist view of
the world is demanded. This is because pragmatism is a philosophy that has a way of searching for
possibilities into the present and transforming difficult situations into the consequences in future.

Inmy research, I began by approaching the issues of pedagogy through the method of philosophical
analysis, but I have also been working on the pragmatism of Dewey and other pragmatists from the
perspective of linguistic philosophy. By doing so, I found out that pragmatism also shares the char-
acteristics of the epoch of the linguistic turn, as well as the public nature of language and meaning.

At the end of this essay, I referred to a passage in “Zhuangzi” and discussed the existence of the
“unspoken” or “ineffable” that cannot be conveyed through books or education. In today’s society,
there is a demand for quantified results in terms of learning attainment, skill acquisition, and human
resource development from a short-term perspective. However, anyone deeply involved in educa-
tional practice knows that educational phenomena are unique and will never be the same again. Edu-
cational phenomena are always in flux and have unpredictable aspects. Exploring for these ineffable
things, along with words and meanings, is an important issue for educational thought and the study
of educational practice.



