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system as usable in mechanical infoFmation transfer, 
but it is not true of ordinary human assertions, 
messages and speech, except possibly in a few odd 
cases. If a radio message is sent, "The flowers are 
blooming", and it is the expected message instructing 
a submarine commander to release a torpedo, it is 
arbitrary that this particular sentence was pre
arranged as the message. It could have been a bcll 
sounding, or a man blowing his nose that was the 
message. If I wish to convey the information that 
the cat is on the mat, in English, it is not arbitrary 
what message I use. As the corollary of this, it would 
be absurd to say that one of the possible meanings of 
the English sentence, "The flowers arc blooming" , 
iR that it is an order to fire torpedos. It is similarly 
absurd to say, as Ashby does, that one of the possible 
meanings of "How we wish you were hero" in English 
is "\Ve wish to be cordial but do not require your 
company". The meaning of a simple assertion doeR 
not change when the speaker is a liar_ 

\Vhat does change according to the context is what 
it is possible to infer from the message, or in other 
words, its information content. Since, however, 
ordinary English m eanings are determined by cus
tomary usage, and this particular usage is not at all 
necessary in constructing a means of communication, 
it is perfectly feasible, and simple even, to arrange a 
cipher where the significance of a symbol is altered 
according to its context among other symbols in the 
same cipher, as the figure 2 is of different significa~ce 
in the figures 112 and 211. Thus, for constructmg 
machines or other systems for conveying information 
by messages, it is possible, but not necessary, that thE' 
~eaning of a message should depend on its co~text . 
It is a mistake to say that this holds for ordmary 
language. 
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:MR. WILLIAMSON points out that in IHOst ordina~'y 
language the meaning of a sentence depends on Its 
context only to a trifling or zero degree. Nevertheless, 
the recognition that the dependence is latent may be 
worth making. W e all know how much Shannon and 
Wiener contributed by their recognition that the 
quantity of information in a message is a function 
both of it and of the unsent messages. They showed 
that a coherent theory can be developed only when 
the set of messages is regarded as a whole_ It may 
be that a theory of meaning similarly mu;;t be based 
on consideration of the whole set. In such a theory, 
the sentence the meaning of which depends on context 
to only zero degree would be regarded as a special 
(though common) case, degenerate in the way t~at 
'still air' corresponds to the wind that blows at 0 ImleR 
IlI' r hour. 
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DR. Ross ASHByl is right (defining "right" as 
"what I think the best people think" and "best" as 
"tha class of people who think as I do") in his 
conclusions that no message has intrinRic meaning, 
and the meaning defined in terms of the set of 
meF>sages from which it was taken (the sender's 

meaning) is relatively unimportant. In most caHes 
the message is not consciously composed by an 
intelligent sender; in many cases our messages arise 
from non-living matter. The important meaning is 
the recipient-meaning and this meaning is v ery 
personal to the individual recipient (be it man, dog or 
computer), will vary with instant of reception and 
will generally decay after reception. It may be 
defined as the multiplex of correlates stimulated in 
the recipient by the input message. Even the mORt 
intelligent recipient will "know" only in part what. 
this multiplex is. Mueh of it will not be accessible to 
hiR awareness, let alone his analytical senses. Even 
if he did "know" it, he could not convey it with any 
absolute certainty to a third person, for the establish
ment of a common language is a statistical process 
with a finite residual error-probability even for the 
most elementary conceptions; and this indetermin
acy of meaning applies equally to communicationR 
between intelligent beings and to the raw information 
gathered by the absorption of electrom'l.gnetic or 
acoustic radiation or of vapourR from, or contact 
with, the recipient's environment. 

From this we see that no "fact" can ever be "true" 
in any absolute sense, and the definitions in my first 
sentence are not flippancies. Nor can any symbolic 
logic be d esigned to be absolutely true. Any attempt 
to reduce "facts" to "atomic" constituents, absolutely 
transferable, is doomed to failure from the outset, 
whether the atoms are simple conceptions (which 
never are simple), or the smallest perceptible incre
ment of intensity (of light or sound) in a particular 
resolution-cell (of colour, position on the retina, 
sound-pitch, etc.). For the cross-correlation of such in 
two recipients will never be more than asymptotic to 
completeness. Our ability to affect, by intercom
munication, each others ' actions, and store of cor
relation patterns determining future actions, will 
always be on a probabilistic basis. The message tran
scribed into the memory will sometimes be quite 
different from the sender's intention, and his-truth 
will generally differ from my-truth and your-truth. 

\¥hen we see clearly that there are no intrinsic 
meanings in words, then we are able to discount such 
words as 'mine!', 'spirit', 'soul', 'psyche', 'frecwill', as 
simply widely used poetic descriptions of some 
aspect of hrain-function and to explain such words 
as 'truth', 'goodncss' , 'morality' and 'beauty ' in 
scientific termF>, and the conflict with Christian 
belief is resolved2 • \¥hen we realize, with relief, that 
there is no intrinsic meaning in the whole, or any 
part, of the univerBe, we also -see that the beauty of a 
universe governed by simple laws is no argument in 
favour of a cl'eator. For the very existence of life 
(defined as a class of agglomerates of matter so 
formed as to take advantage, by prediction from 
stored information, of its environment to increase 
the probability of p erpetuation of its own kind) i" 
utterly dependent on the predictability of that 
environmen.t. Were the universe not well ordered 
we could not be here; we can know no univcrses but 
beautiful ones, and as things we know not. do not 
exiRt, then all lmiversefl are inevitably beautiful. 
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