
Phil 448/547, Fall 2012 
Pelletier 

 
Some Final Paper Topics 

 
Phil 448 students are supposed to write a 10-15page paper; Phil 547 students are supposed to 
write a 15-20 page paper, unless they opted out of the presentation.  In that case their paper 
should be about twice as long. 
 
You can make up topics of your own for this paper.  In fact, I encourage that.  There is a 
requirement, however, that the topic needs to be relevant to this course.  You can discuss 
any such topic with me, if you want.  (Either via email or in person).  But here are some 
topics that have come up during the lectures. 
 

1. We discussed both Ayer’s version of the Verification Principle in his Introduction to 
the 2nd edition of Language, Truth, and Logic and the counterexample proposed by 
Alonzo Church.  I mentioned a number of more recent attempts to revive the 
Principle, plus counterexamples to these attempts.  A general explanation of all of 
them, plus some sort of evaluation of the possibility of a successful reconstruction of 
the Principle would be a good topic.  (If you are interested in this topic, email me for 
a bibliography of relevant works). 

 
2. It is quite striking that both Logical Empiricism/Positivism and Ordinary Language 

Philosophy are motivated by an allergy to “metaphysics”.  You could try to discover 
whether the allergy is the same in the two cases (by investigating a number of writers 
from both camps), and then judge whether or not their respective “solutions to the 
problem of metaphysics” really amount to the same thing or not.  (Namely, “get the 
right language”). 

 
3. Although a number of works from Arne Naess’s “Empirical Semantics” school have 

been mentioned in the course, we didn’t study any of them in detail.  You might try 
following one or another of these works, explaining them, and comparing their meta-
theoretical position with that of Benson Mates.  And you might wish to determine 
whether Ryle’s discussion of “ordinary use/usage” should have any impact on their 
position.  And similarly for whether Cavell’s defense of “ordinary language 
philosophy” is relevant to the Empirical Semantics attack. 

 
4. An interesting topic might be the notion of “picturing”…which is prevalent in 

Logical Atomism and in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus.  One direction that you might go 
is to see just what about picturing got changed in Wittgenstein’s later thought.  
Another direction might be whether Positivism could accommodate some notion of 
“picturing”.  (I guess some of Carnap’s writings about language would be relevant 
here…like his 1934 and 1935 works.  Write me for fuller references.) 

 
5. Give some sort of explicit characterization of (later) Wittgensteinian methodology 

(as explained maybe in Bouwsma’s review of the Blue and Brown Books).  And 



contrast it with the Oxford-style ordinary language philosophy methodology.  You 
should include some sort of evaluation of the two methods. 

 
6. The paper (link on course website) by T.P. Uschanov gives a very critical discussion 

of Gellner’s Words and Things.  It would be good for someone to give an evaluation 
of how fair this critique is to Gellner. 

 
7. Give a critical evaluation of Jerry Katz’s “The Philosophical Relevance of Linguistic 

Theory” (in Rorty).  In writing about this, do not forget to include some discussion of 
the materials in the final footnotes that appear in the Rorty version, referring the 
reader to comments on the paper by Zeno Vendler and Neil Wilson, and Katz’s 
replies in his “The Underlying Reality of Language and its Philosophical Import”. 


