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1. Propositions, sentences, utterances  
A basic distinction in the philosophy of language is that between a proposition, a sentence, and an utterance. While utterances are particular events that occur in a certain place at a certain time, both sentences and propositions are more abstract entities, which lack a place of their own in the spatiotemporal system. Yet, sentences and propositions are different sorts of abstract entities. Propositions are abstract objects (articulated thoughts on one picture) that do not depend on the particular language in which they are expressed, whereas sentences are individuated by the linguistic terms that constitute them. The proposition ‛Water is H2O’, for instance, is not individuated by the English words ‛water’ and ‛is’ but only by the meanings of those words. By contrast, the sentence ‛Water is H2O’ is individuated precisely by the words that appear in the English sentence. Thus, the English sentence ‛Water is H2O’, the Spanish sentence ‛El agua es H2O’ and the Italian sentence ‛L’acqua è H2O’ are distinct sentences that express the same proposition. The central issue we address in this talk is whether a philosophical work is individuated by a series of sentences or by a series of propositions. This is a point on which there is neither implicit agreement nor much explicit discussion in contemporary philosophy. In other fields of human culture, the situation seems clearer than in philosophy. On the contemporary consensus view, a scientific work or theory is constituted by a series of propositions.
 The fact that a scientific theory is expressed by means of English sentences instead of by means of Spanish or Italian sentences is completely irrelevant for the assessment of the theory. Conversely, in literary works or compositions the language in which the work is composed bears upon the identity of the work. Dante’s Divina Commedia, Cervantes’ Don Quijote and Proust’s Recherche are most often treated as series of sentences, not as series of propositions. A scholar in literary studies is typically required to understand Italian in order to properly appreciate the Divina Commedia, or Spanish in order to properly appreciate the Don Quijote or French in order to properly appreciate the Recherche. Instead, a scholar in chemistry is not required to understand French in order to fully grasp Gay-Lussac’s laws. It is unclear whether philosophy in this respect is more like science or literature. On the one hand, there are scholars who learn German in order to properly understand Kant or Husserl and scholars who learn French in order to properly understand Descartes or Sartre.
 On the other hand, there is the implicit presupposition, especially in the field of analytic philosophy, that what really matters for the proper understanding of a philosophical work is grasping the propositions that constitute it, and in order to do so we do not need to read the sentences in the language in which they were written. A correct translation, or even an accurate paraphrase, is normally enough.  
2. The composition/proposition dilemma
Clarifying the ontological status of the philosophical work is crucial in order to examine the role of language in the practices of contemporary philosophy, where English has been steadily emerging as a lingua franca. Is the philosophical work a composition made of a series of sentences or a system constituted by a series of propositions? Call this ‛the composition/proposition dilemma’. 

We argue that both horns of this dilemma raise their own language issues for contemporary philosophy. We take ourselves to elaborate here on a question raised by Saray Ayala when she asks: “When we do philosophy in English, is linguistic competence a part of philosophical competence, or, rather, a prerequisite for expressing philosophical competence?””.
 On the one hand, if the philosophical work is a series of sentences (much as a literary composition is), then writing a philosophical work in a certain language means constituting the work itself; therefore, linguistic competence reveals itself to be “a part of philosophical competence”. On the other hand, if the philosophical work is constituted by a series of propositions (on the model of a scientific theory), then writing a philosophical work in a certain language just means expressing the propositions constituting that work by exploiting that language; therefore, linguistic competence is just “a prerequisite for expressing philosophical competence”.
3. The composition hypothesis 
According to what can be called ‛the composition hypothesis’, the value of a philosophical work essentially depends on the language in which it was written, just as in the case of a literary work. If this is the case, then there seems to be something wrong in contemporary philosophy, inasmuch as scholars whose native language is not English write most of their works in English. Writers and poets who are not native English speakers do not very often write their literary works in English. In fact, it is not expected of them that they write their works in English if they are to be considered as worthy of critical and scholarly discussion. To be sure, writers who write in English will often get more attention than those who write in less widely spoken languages. But there is no expectation that writers write in English in order to be worthy of discussion. In fact, university literature departments (in both Anglophone and non-Anglophone countries) routinely hire experts of literature written in many of the major languages. By contrast, philosophers who are not native English speakers are in many cases expected to write their papers and books in English if they want their work to be read and considered in their area of research. This is in fact the rule if their work is in analytic philosophy.

Moreover, if the philosophical work is a sort of literary text in which argumentation and persuasion are strictly intertwined, then the mastery of the language of writing is a crucial skill for a philosopher. From a literary point of view, the philosopher who is a native speaker has an advantage similar to that of a painter who can use many more colors than other painters to paint her pictures. If mastery of the language is a crucial resource for a philosopher, then the fact that some philosophers can use their own native language while others cannot appears to constitute an injustice of sorts. The competition among philosophers appears to be fair but in fact it is not. Some competitors can exploit linguistic resources that are not accessible to others, and if argumentation and persuasion are strictly intertwined, those resources will be crucial in the achievements of a philosophical work.
4. The proposition hypothesis 
According to the what we will call ‛the proposition hypothesis’, a philosophical work is a system of propositions. The language in which those propositions are uttered is just a vehicle, and it is irrelevant to the content expressed by those propositions. In this case the use of English as the lingua franca of the philosophical debate might not cause any injustice. On the proposition hypothesis, the English language is just the form in which a theory is codified; but the same theory can be conceived and articulated equally well in a number of other languages. At most, a philosopher who is a non-native speaker of English will need to spend more time than her native English-speaker colleagues to achieve the same results. Although this can in itself be a big problem, it may not be enough to constitute injustice. (However, a civilized community would still need to implement reasonable adjustments to level the playing field.)

Still, it is questionable that those who assess philosophical work really share this view of what a philosophical work is. It is doubtful that peer-reviewers of the most visible journals in analytic philosophy really assess a philosophical work as a system of propositions the value of which is independent from the literary qualities of the text in which it is codified. In particular, it is doubtful that the same referees are aware of and immune from linguistic biases. These may lead them to disqualify the line of argumentation of a philosophical work written by a non-native English speaker, because the language is not fluent or brilliant enough to make the argumentation rhetorically persuasive. It is moreover questionable that, post-publication, the philosophical community more generally does not assess the quality of philosophical writing partly on the basis of its literary qualities.

5. The state of the dilemma 
That being the case, we should wonder whether in contemporary philosophy the philosophical work is conceived of as a proposition or as a composition. In his book The Unity of Content and Form in Philosophical Writing. The Perils of Conformity,
 Jon Stewart (2013) argues that in contemporary analytic philosophy the proposition hypothesis is the dominant one, and this situation is the effect of three main causes:
Three closely related, yet distinct, causes have produced our current form of philosophical writing: first, the attempt of philosophy to associate itself with the natural sciences, second, the rise of professionalization in philosophy, and, third, the view of language and meaning promulgated by Anglo-American analytic philosophy (2013, 2). 
From Stewart’s perspective, the tendency to imitate the natural sciences leads philosophers to endorse the ontological conception of the work that is dominant in the natural sciences, namely the work as constituted by a series of propositions: “Thus, as philosophy began to imitate the natural sciences, there was a change not only in its subject matter and the type of scholar entering the professional ranks but also in the mode of philosophical expression” (2013, 4). 

Stewart locates the core of the scientifically minded conception of the philosophical work in this claim by Ayer: “if a work of science contains true and important propositions, its value as a work of science will hardly be diminished by the fact that they are inelegantly expressed” (2013, 7). According to Stewart, who draws upon some insights by Rorty, the dominant view in contemporary philosophy is strongly influenced by Ayer’s claim: 
According to this view, no matter how much writing the analytic tradition does, it does not think that philosophy should be ‘written,’ any more than science should be. Writing is an unfortunate necessity. In a mature science, the words in which the investigator ‘writes up’ his results should be as few and as transparent as possible. The question of style is regarded as adventitious and superfluous to the real questions of philosophy […] The very issue of forms of writing or literary style, according to this view, thus belongs to the realm of literature and art and has no place in the work of a rigorous philosopher” (2013, 7). 
The distinction between analytic and continental philosophy is in turn interpreted by Stewart as a difference in styles of writing: “The results of this view of philosophical writing have been very influential for the way in which philosophy is written today. Perhaps the most important result was the division of philosophy into two camps with their own distinctive forms of writing—Anglo-American analytic philosophy and Continental philosophy” (2013, 8). While the analytic form of writing conceives of the philosophical work as constituted by a series of propositions, the Continental form of writing conceives of it as a series of sentences, namely a composition. Ultimately, the prevalence of analytic philosophy leads to a prevalence of the proposition hypothesis on the composition hypothesis.

According to Stewart, this leads to stylistic conformism, and this in turn impoverishes philosophical research overall. Furthermore, this produces a gap between contemporary philosophy and the history of philosophy. Of the great philosophers of the past it is true that “the mode of writing they use to express their ideas is often inextricably bound up with the content of their philosophy and the arguments that they are trying to articulate” (2013, 10). Finally, Stewart adds, contemporary philosophy “overlooks an important connection between the content of a philosophical theory and the literary form that the philosopher employs to express it” (2013, 10).

In his paper “A False Dilemma: Philosophy is Either Argument or Mere Poetry”,
 David Weberman discusses Stewart’s conception of philosophical writing and agrees with him that the sharp alternative between argument and poetry is a misleading alternative for philosophy since philosophical writing can involve both argumentation and style: “Stewart endorses a pluralism of methods and approaches and styles of presentation. So do I” (2016, 8). 

It is worth noting that the putative argument/poetry dilemma discussed by Weberman does not match what we call the proposition/composition dilemma. Indeed, solving the former dilemma as Weberman does, that is, by concluding that philosophy can be both argument and “poetry”, entails solving the latter dilemma in favor of the composition term. If philosophy can be also “poetry”, then we should treat the philosophical work as a sort of literary composition, otherwise the “poetry-component” could not play its role. 

Although Weberman basically agrees with Stewart, there is a point on which their position slightly diverges. This is related to what Weberman calls “reformulating or translating non-transparent philosophy into transparent philosophy” (2016, 8). We might call this ‛the reformulation of the composition into propositions’. In fact, the proposition is “transparent” since the particular language used in it functions as a transparent medium for the expression of thoughts, whereas the composition is “non-transparent” since the particular language used in it is inextricably linked with the thought expressed, and thus functions as an opaque medium. 

According to Stewart the readers of philosophical works should resist the reformulation of non-transparent composition into transparent propositions, whereas according to Weberman they should not. As Weberman puts it: “I don’t think we should resist this kind of translation. I find it productive and, in a sense, unavoidable. But it’s not the only thing we should do since the translation of non-transparent text into transparency brings with it a loss as well as a gain” (2016, 8, our emphasis). 

Weberman’s idea is that both transparency and non-transparency are philosophically valuable resources. It is a free choice for a philosopher to favor the former or the latter, or to try to exploit them both equally. Arguably, this is the case also for analytic philosophy, as Weberman himself suggests: “I am also inclined to think that analytic, transparent philosophy is less transparent than it takes itself to be” (2016, 8). On both Stewart's and Weberman's accounts, however,a language issue poses itself. A native speaker of  English can fully exploit both linguistic transparency and non-transparency as valuable philosophical resources, whilst a non-native speaker is forcefully driven by his limited control of the English language to the transparency alternative. The non-transparent alternative thus remains a privilege of the native-speaker philosopher. 

6. The language issue 
In conclusion, the conception of the philosophical work as a system of propositions reveals itself to be an idealization rather than the actual situation in contemporary analytic philosophy. The actual situation, as Weberman points out, is much more nuanced. Stewart should be happy with this since this means that in analytic philosophy there is much less stylistic conformism of the sort that he criticizes. Yet both Stewart and Weberman overlook the language issue that is raised when the conception of philosophical writing they favor combines with the emergence of English as the lingua franca of philosophy. 

Ayer’s claim that the value of a work will hardly be diminished by the fact that its propositions are inelegantly expressed had the advantage of disentangling the assessment of a philosophical work from its stylistic merits, thereby neutralizing the potential linguistic issue that comes with the emergence of English as philosophy’s lingua franca. But Stewart argues that this view leads to an overly narrow and conformist philosophical practice. Furthermore, Weberman suggests that analytic philosophers themselves do not in fact fully conform with Ayer’s principle. If this is right, the risk is no longer conformism but rather injustice. If analytic philosophy itself implicitly acknowledges the relevance of linguistic style as a philosophical resource, but English remains philosophy’s lingua franca, then linguistic competence reveals itself to be a part of philosophical competence. As a consequence, non-native speakers will have at their disposal less philosophical resources than their native-speaker colleagues. In the increasingly competitive world of academic philosophy, a scenario in which English is the lingua franca and linguistic competence is a part of philosophical competence does not allow for a fair competition. 
Ultimately, in order to avoid a language issue and consequent linguistic injustice, philosophers who adopt English as their lingua franca should reflect in more depth on the nature of a philosophical work. We have argued that only a conception of the philosophical work as a system of propositions is compatible with the adoption of a lingua franca such as English, which is the native language of some philosophers but not of others. But even this conception of the philosophical work is not sufficient to avoid a language issue. For in order to do so, this conception has to be made explicit and shared with conviction by the research community as a whole in spite of its possible costs in terms of what Stewart calls “stylistic conformism”. More specifically, this conception should effectively contribute to the process of assessment of philosophical works. Considering the dearth of explicit and widespread discussion of, let alone agreement on, the proposition/composition dilemma and related issues, there is still a lot of work to do for the philosophical community.
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