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                    Abstract
This paper argues against Zoltán Szabó’s claim in “Compositionality as Supervenience” (Linguist Philos 23:475–505, 2000) that we ought to understand the principle of compositionality as the idea that in natural language, the meanings of complex expressions strongly supervene on the meanings of their constituents and how the constituents are combined. The argument is that if we understand compositionality Szabó’s way, then compositionality can play no role in explanations of the acquirability of natural languages, because it makes these explanations circular. This, in turn, would undermine the primary motivation for thinking that natural language is compositional, and would thus undermine the importance of the principle in natural language semantics. Thus, even if Szabó’s reading of the principle best accords with theorists’ intuitions about what sorts of languages are compositional—as he claims it does—there is good reason to reject that reading. Finally, the paper defends the claim that we ought to think of the principle as the idea that in natural language, the meanings of complexes weakly supervene on the meanings of their constituents and how they are combined.
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                    Notes
	Szabó provides some support for this view in his (2012a) as well.


	Historically, of course, the principle of compositionality has also played an important role in philosophical debates in the philosophy of language. As with Szabó (2000), my concern here is with versions of the principle that appear mostly in the context of natural language semantics. See Szabó (2012a) for discussion of related principles and their roles in various other theoretical pursuits.


	Of course, neither claim is completely uncontroversial. See, e.g. Travis (1985), Pelletier (1994), and Fodor (2001) for arguments against the claim that natural language is compositional. Horwich (1998) claims that natural language is compositional, but that this fact does not explain the features of speakers’ competence that most take it to explain.


	For detailed presentations of this framework, see Chomsky (1986) and Ludlow (2011).


	We could just as well talk about ‘linguistic explanations of naturalness’ and leave ‘acquirability’ out of it. I incorporate ‘acquirability’-talk both because ‘natural language’ is a technical notion which does not wear its meaning on its sleeve, and because of the awkwardness of ‘naturalness of natural language’.


	Szabó (2000, p. 479) describes natural languages as being, in addition, languages that are “suitable for the expression and communication of a wide range of thoughts”. I intend for this to be included in what it is to be a speaker’s “first” or “primary” language.


	Languages in this context are abstract objects which have their linguistic properties essentially (see, e.g., Ludlow 2011, Ch. 2, and George 1989). They can be thought of as consisting of a lexicon (a pairing of clusters of phonemes—the simple expressions—with their syntactic and semantic properties), syntactic rules for combining items of the lexicon into complexes, and semantic rules for deriving the meanings of complexes. Included amongst the natural languages, then, are languages which no human has ever spoken, and which might never be spoken.


	It follows that a child that is exposed only to some artificial language will not acquire that language, though they will likely acquire a language which is perhaps superficially similar, but which meets the various constraints that all natural languages must meet. This claim is borne out by the existence of creoles, which children acquire in just these kinds of circumstances.


	See Szabó (2000, 2012a, b), and Pagin and Westerståhl (2010a) for discussion of the various disambiguations.


	(PROD) figures as a premise in arguments that are variously called arguments from ‘productivity’, ‘novelty’, or ‘creativity’.


	Arguments for compositionality utilizing (INF) are usually called arguments from ‘unboundedness’ or ‘acquirability’. See, e.g., Davidson (1965). Note that on my use of ‘acquirable’ in this paper, to say that a language is acquirable is not to imply anything about the number of expressions it contains.


	See, e.g., Szabó (2012a, p. 76; 2012b) and Fodor and Lepore (2001a).


	The ‘PSY’ subscript is needed to differentiate this relational psychological property from its linguistic counterpart, which I introduce in Sect. 4.


	The appeal to syntactic rules here instead of mere syntactic structure captures the fact that the syntactic structure of a complex is derived from syntactic rules and syntactic features of the constituent expressions. This explains why someone who understands ‘and’ will be able to understand a sentence with ten conjuncts, even though they may have never encountered a sentence with exactly that structure before. I take it that talk of syntactic rules just makes explicit by what most have in mind by ‘structure’ or ‘the way the constituents are combined’. See, e.g., Robbins (2005), Pagin and Westerståhl (2010a), where the appeal to derivation and syntactic rules in the principle of compositionality is explicit.


	For critical discussion of these arguments, see Szabó (2012a, b), Pagin and Westerståhl (2010b), and Cohnitz (2005).


	(SYS)—the claim that natural language competence is systematic—is far more controversial than (PROD), for instance, because it is taken to motivate not just the compositionality of natural language, but also its “reverse compositionality”—i.e. that the meanings of the constituents in a complex are determined by the meaning of the complex and its syntax. For discussion, see Fodor and Lepore (2001a, b), Pagin (2003), Patterson (2005), and Robbins (2005).


	As Szabó (2000, pp. 496–497) notes, (WS) has the general form of a weak supervenience claim, understood along the lines of Kim (1984, p. 158). One crucial difference is that in (WS), the necessity operators are treated as quantifying over natural languages instead of possible worlds.


	Given the sorts of things languages are, they cannot, strictly speaking, change their linguistic properties. Thus, Szabó’s second objection collapses into the first.


	This is obviously an oversimplification of English syntax which I make for the sake of readability; it will not have any bearing on the thrust of the discussion.


	One might worry here that \(L\)* is not even a possible language because it is metaphysically impossible for an expression with that constitution property to mean anythinig other than Mary hit Bill. Put another way, one might think that in \(L\)*, ‘Mary hit Bill’ must be an idiom, and so doesn’t have the suggested constitution property. This worry only gets off the ground if we assume a version of what Szabó (2012a, p. 78) calls the “philosopher’s principle” of compositionality: “Complex expressions have the meanings they have in virtue of having such-and-such constitution property.” Linguists typically do not, and need not, make claims about why it is that a complex expression means what it does, and so this principle should not be assumed in the context of linguistic theorizing. Further, since the philosopher’s principle presumably makes a claim about meaning properties of complexes generally, it would follow that all languages—natural and artificial—are compositional in pretty much any sense of ‘compositional’, including the senses given by (WS) and (SS). Thus, the resulting notion of ‘language’ would be one that is entirely non-standard in empirical work on natural language. Szabó’s criticisms of (WS) also rely on there being languages like \(L\)*. See Szabó (2000, pp. 487–488) for his arguments to the effect that there are such languages.


	Indeed, this fact is itself one of the target explananda of an LEA.


	I argue in Sect. 4 that \(\hbox {compositionality}_{WS}\) does partly explain weak \(\hbox {systematicity}_{PSY}\).


	This is a very counterintuitive result. If it turned out that there were no natural languages, we would still think that there could still be plenty of artificial languages which were not compositional. Note too that any number of languages would still fail to be \(\hbox {compositional}_{WS}\) if there were no natural languages. Thus, while (SS) entails (WS), the claim that a language (unqualified) is \(\hbox {compositional}_{SS}\) does not entail that it is \(\hbox {compositional}_{WS}\). Thus, the sense of ‘strong supervenience’ at play in (SS) isn’t quite like the sense used in ‘moral properties strongly supervene on physical properties’, since the fact that properties strongly supervene on physical properties at \(w\) entails that moral properties weakly supervene on physical properties at \(w\).


	That a language which satisfies (d) vacuously is counted as \(\hbox {compositional}_{SS}\) is another counterintuitive result. There are artificial languages which only have complexes which have constitution properties not had by any natural languages. These languages are \(\hbox {compositional}_{SS}\) even though they might have two complexes with the same constitution property, but which differ in meaning. Such languages seem paradigmatically non-compositional—the meanings of these complexes are not determined by their constitution properties.


	Note that this is a claim about constitution, and does not commit one to the idea that all definitions with a form analogous to that of (CONST) ought to be rejected. See, e.g., Gupta (2012, ch. 3) for arguments to the effect that circular definitions can be useful in specifying the sense of a term. Further, if there are exceptions to the general rule concerning constitution, it seems doubtful that being a natural language is one of them.


	While it would not be circular to identify being compositional with being mapped by
                      \(f\), I think we have independent reasons to reject the identification. One reason would just be that while compositionality is usually taken to entail facts about the relation between a language’s constitution properties and its meaning properties, it is not taken to entail facts about what the particular meaning properties of complex expressions are, given their constitution properties. In short, being mapped by f is too strong to play the theoretical role that compositionality is supposed to play.


	This ambiguity in (C) is pointed out by Szabó (2012a, p. 70).


	
Pagin and Westerståhl (2010a), for instance, call a version of the rule-to-rule principle ‘the function version’ of ‘basic compositionality’.


	Whether this particular formulation of the rule-to-rule principle is at all plausible will depend on what syntax framework one adopts. For instance, in Chomsky’s minimalist approach (Chomsky 1995), there is a single syntactic operation ‘Merge’ which is responsible for combining lexical items into complexes. Assuming the weak \(\hbox {systematicity}_{LING}\) of natural language, this would conflict with a standard thought that there are at least a handful of semantic rules for deriving meanings of complexes (e.g., Heim and Kratzer 1998).


	The rule also assumes that at least some meanings are functions which can take other meanings as arguments. This assumption is not crucial to the discussion though, and (while fairly common) is simply an artifact of the example.


	This conception of linguistics and linguistic understanding was, of course, made prominent by the work of Noam Chomsky. See, e.g., Chomsky (1986) and Ludlow (2011) for discussion of the theoretical framework of generative linguistics.


	See Chomsky (1986) and Ludlow (2011) for relevant discussion, and for defense against standard Kripkean/Wittgensteinian worries about the use of ‘rule-following’ in linguistics.


	Note too that the claim that natural languages are weakly \(\hbox {systematic}_{LING}\)—together with the assumptions concerning semantic rules and the relation between natural language syntax and semantics—does entail (SS), but the claim that a language is weakly \(\hbox {systematic}_{LING}\) neither entails nor is entailed by the claim that it is \(\hbox {compositional}_{SS}\).


	Many thanks to Zoltán Szabó, the UConn LEM group, and especially Lionel Shapiro for useful comments and criticism of earlier drafts of this paper, and discussion of the issues contained therein.





References
	Chomsky, N. (1986). Knowledge of language: Its nature, origin, and use. New York: Prager.

	Chomsky, N. (1995). The minimalist program. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Cohnitz, D. (2005). Is compositionality an a priori principle? In M. Wening, E. Machery, & G. Schurz (Eds.), The compositionality of concepts and meanings: Foundational issues. Frankfurt: Ontos.

	Davidson, D. (1965). Theories of meaning and acquirable languages. In Y. Bar-Hillel (Ed.), Proceedings of the international congress for logic, methodology, and philosophy of science. Amsterdam: North-Holland.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Fodor, J. A. (2001). Language, thought and compositionality. Mind and Language, 16(1), 1–15.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Fodor, J., & Lepore, E. (2001a). Why compositionality won’t go away: Reflections on Horwich’s ‘deflationary’ theory. Ratio, 14(4), 350–368.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Fodor, J., & Lepore, E. (2001b). Brandom’s burdens: Compositionality and inferentialism. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 63(2), 465–481.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	George, A. (1989). How not to become confused about linguistics. In A. George (Ed.), Reflections on Chomsky (pp. 90–110). Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Gupta, A. (2012). Truth, meaning, experience. USA: OUP.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Heim, I., & Kratzer, A. (1998). Semantics in generative grammar. Oxford: Blackwell.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Horwich, P. (1998). Meaning. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kim, J. (1984). Concepts of supervenience. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 45, 153–76.

	Ludlow, P. (2011). The philosophy of generative linguistics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Book 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Pagin, P. (2003). Communication and strong compositionality. Journal of Philosophical Logic, 32(3), 287–322.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Pagin, P., & Westerståhl, D. (2010a). Compositionality I: Definitions and variants. Philosophy Compass, 5(3), 250–264.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Pagin, P., & Westerståhl, D. (2010b). Compositionality II: Arguments and problems. Philosophy Compass, 5(3), 265–282.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Patterson, D. (2005). acquirability and compositionality. Mind and Language, 20(3), 326–352.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Pelletier, J. (1994). The principle of semantic compositionality. Topoi, 13, 11–24.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Robbins, P. (2005). The myth of reverse compositionality. Philosophical Studies, 125, 251–275.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Szabó, Z. G. (2000). Compositionality as supervenience. Linguistics and Philosophy, 23, 475–505.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Szabó, Z. G. (2012a). The case for compositionality. In W. Hinzen, et al. (Eds.), The oxford handbook on compositionality (pp. 64–80). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Szabó, Z. G. (2012b). Compositionality. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/compositionality/.

	Travis, C. (1985). On what is strictly speaking true. Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 15(2), 187–229.

                    Google Scholar 
                


Download references




Author information
Authors and Affiliations
	Philosophy Department, University of Connecticut, Storrs, CT, 06269-1054, USA
Toby Napoletano


Authors	Toby NapoletanoView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar





Corresponding author
Correspondence to
                Toby Napoletano.


Rights and permissions
Reprints and permissions


About this article
[image: Check for updates. Verify currency and authenticity via CrossMark]       



Cite this article
Napoletano, T. Compositionality as weak supervenience.
                    Synthese 192, 201–220 (2015). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-014-0562-7
Download citation
	Received: 19 May 2014

	Accepted: 12 September 2014

	Published: 01 November 2014

	Issue Date: January 2015

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-014-0562-7


Share this article
Anyone you share the following link with will be able to read this content:
Get shareable linkSorry, a shareable link is not currently available for this article.


Copy to clipboard

                            Provided by the Springer Nature SharedIt content-sharing initiative
                        


Keywords
	Compositionality
	Supervenience
	Acquisition
	Natural language semantics








                    
                

            

            
                
                    

                    
                        
                            
    

                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                            

                            
                                
                                    
                                        Access this article


                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    
                                                        Log in via an institution
                                                        
                                                            
                                                        
                                                    
                                                

                                            
                                        

                                        
                                            
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                        

                                        
                                            Institutional subscriptions
                                                
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        

                                    

                                
                            

                            
                                
    
        Advertisement

        
        

    






                            

                            

                            

                        

                    

                
            

        

    
    
    


    
        
            Search

            
                
                    
                        Search by keyword or author
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                
                                Search
                            
                        

                    

                
            

        

    



    
        Navigation

        	
                    
                        Find a journal
                    
                
	
                    
                        Publish with us
                    
                
	
                    
                        Track your research
                    
                


    


    
	
		
			
			
	
		
			
			
				Discover content

					Journals A-Z
	Books A-Z


			

			
			
				Publish with us

					Publish your research
	Open access publishing


			

			
			
				Products and services

					Our products
	Librarians
	Societies
	Partners and advertisers


			

			
			
				Our imprints

					Springer
	Nature Portfolio
	BMC
	Palgrave Macmillan
	Apress


			

			
		

	



		
		
		
	
		
				
						
						
							Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
						
					
	
						
							Your US state privacy rights
						
						
					
	
						
							Accessibility statement
						
						
					
	
						
							Terms and conditions
						
						
					
	
						
							Privacy policy
						
						
					
	
						
							Help and support
						
						
					


		
	
	
		
			
				
					
					3.215.186.75
				

				Not affiliated

			

		
	
	
		
			[image: Springer Nature]
		
	
	© 2024 Springer Nature




	






    