CHAPTER NINE

LANGUAGE AND HUMAN NATURE

Language is a central area of concern in the twentieth century. This is
evident on all sides. First, our century has seen the birth and explosive
growth of the science of linguistics. And in a sense ‘explosive’ is the right
word, because like the other sciences of man, linguistics is pursued in a
number of mutually irreducible ways, according to mutually contradic-
tory approaches, defended by warring schools. There are structuralists in
the Bloomfieldian sense, there are proponents of transformational
theories, there are formalists.

These schools and others have made a big impact. They are not just
collections of obscure scholars working far from the public gaze, Names
like Jakobson and Chomsky are known far outside the bounds of their
discipline.

But what is even more striking is the partial hegemony, if one can put it
this way, that linguistics has won over other disciplines. From Saussure
and the formalists there has developed the whole formidable array of
structuralisms, of which Lévi-Strauss is the pathfinder, which seek to
explain a whole range of other things: kinship systems, mythologies,
fashion (Barthes), the operations of the unconscious (Lacan), with
theories drawn in the first place from the study of language. We find terms
like ‘paradigm’, ‘syntagm’, ‘metaphor’, ‘metonymy’, used well beyond
their original domain.

And then we have to add that some of the most influential philosophi-
cal movements of the century have given language a central place; they
have not only been concerned with language as one of the problems of
philosophy, but have also been linguistic, in that philosophical under-
standing is essentially bound up with the understanding of the medium of
language. This is true not only of logical positivism and what is often
called ‘linguistic analysis' in the Anglo-5axon world, but also of the
philosophy of Heidegger, for instance, in a very different way, as well as
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all those who believe or who want to believe in the competence of the
methods of natural science to explain human behaviour. Indeed, the

- trouble with the above sketch is that it is not neutral in one of the big

debates of our civilization; so that some will find it banal and others
tendentious.

What | ought to attempt now, therefore, is to make it less sketchy for
the first group, and less implausible for the second. But this is something |
find hard to encompass by a direct assault. What | want to do instead is
trace the origins and hence the growing shape of our intellectual land-
scape. In doing this, | hope to cast enough light on it to achieve my ends by
indirection — to allay at least some doubts, and fll in at least some
contour,

This will involve weaving together two themes: first, how did we get
here? How did we come to see language as central and meaning as
puzzling? This is the historical, diachronic theme. The second theme is
problematic: what is the problem of meaning, and why is it puzzling?

A word about each to start,

On the first: our traditional view of man was of a rational animal. That
is the definition according to the major philosophical tradition of our
civilization, going back to the Greeks. How did we slide to the sense that
the secret of human nature was to be found in man as a ‘language animal’
(to use George Steiner’s phrase)?

The answer is that the slide was not all that great. If we go back to the
onginal formula in Aristotle, for instance, that man is a rational animal,
we find that it reads ‘zéon logon echon’, which means ‘animal possessing
logos’. This ‘logos” is a word we are already familiar with because it has
entered our language in so many ways. It straddles speech and thought,
because it means, inter alia, ‘word’, ‘thought’, ‘reasoning’, ‘reasoned
account’, as well as being used for the words deployed in such an account.

It incorporates in its range of meanings a sense of the relation of speech
and thought. :

If we wanted to translate Aristotle’s formula directly from the Greek,
instead of via the Latin ‘animal rationale’, and render it *animal possess-
ing logos’, which means in fact leaving it partly untranslated in all its rich
polysemy, then we do not have such a leap to make between the tradi-
tional formulation of the nature of man and the one that I want to claim
underlies much twentieth-century thought and sensibility, There is a
shift, but it is one within the complex thought/language, the displace-
ment of its centre of gravity. A shift of this kind in our understanding of
thought/language would explain the change from the old formula to the
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my anxiety, if there is something particularly fateful about the book’s

being on table, or perhaps my relief, if the book were lost.

What is meant by ‘expression’ here? 1 think it means roughly this:
something is expressed, when it is embodied in such a way as to be made
manifest. And ‘manifest’ must be taken here in a strong sense. Something
is manifest when it is directly available for all to see. It is not manifest
when there are just signs of its presence, from which we can infer that it is
there, such as when I ‘see’ that you are in your office because of your car
being parked outside. In this kind of case, there is an implied contrast
with another kind of situation, in which I could see you directly.

Now we consider things expressions when they make things manifest in
the stronger sense, one which cannot be contrasted with a more direct
manner of presentation, one where things would be there before us ‘in
person’, as it were,

Take the example of facial expressions. If you have an expressive face, [
can see your joy and sorrow in your face. There is no inference here; 1 see
your moods and feelings, they are manifest, in the only way they can be
manifest in public space. Contrast this with your neighbour, who is very
good at hiding his feelings; he has a ‘poker face’. But | happen to know of
him (because his mother told me) that whenever he feels very angry a
muscle twitches just beside his ear. [ observe the muscle, and I see that he is
angry.

But the muscle twitching does not amount to an angry expression. That
is because it is like the case above where [ see you are in your office from
your car’s being outside. In these cases, | infer to something that I am not
seeing directly. Expressions, by contrast, make our feelings manifest; they
put us in the presence of people’s feelings.

Expression makes something manifest in embodying it. Of course, a
given expression may reveal what it conveys in a partial, or enigmatic, or
fragmentary fashion. But these are all manifestations in the above sense,
that however imperfect we cannot contrast them with another, more
direct, but non-expressive mode of presentation. What expression mani-
fests can only be manifested in expression.

Now we can see much of what we say in both the designative and the
expressive dimension, as we did with the sentence above. In each dimen-
sion we relate the sentence to something different: to the objects it is
about, in one; and to the thought it expresses, in the other.

Each may seem to offer the more natural approach to the question of
meaning in different contexts, In discussing the meaning of a sentence like
“The book is on the table’, we are more naturally inclined to give an
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But if we are not all that metaphysically fastidious, we can simply take
the designating relation as primitive and hope to illuminare meaning by
tracing the corrrelations between words and things — or, in more contem-
porary guise, between sentences and their truth conditions.

By contrast, expressive theories maintain some of the mystery sur-
rounding language. Expressive meaning cannot be fully separated from
the medium, because it is only manifest in it. The meaning of an
expression cannot be explained by its being related to something else, but
only by another expression. Consequently, the method of isolating terms
and tracing correlations cannot work for expressive meaning. Moreover,
our paradigm-expressive objects function as wholes. Take a face or a
work of art. We cannot break either down into parts, and show the whole
to be simply a function of the parts, if we want to show how it is
expressive.

The sense that expression is mysterious can be formulated more
exactly. The point is that expressive theories run counter to what is
considered one of the fundamental features of scientific thought in the
modern age, where designative theories do not. Scientific thought is
meant to be objective; and this means it must give an account of the
universe not in terms of what we could call subject-related properties,
that is, properties that things have in the experience of subjects, and
which would not exist if subjects of experience did not exist. The most
notorious example of these in seventeenth-century discussion were the
secondary properties, and it was an integral part of the great scientific

revolution of that time that these were expelled from physics.

Now an expressive account of meaning cannot avoid subject-related
properties. Expression s the power of a subject; and expressions manifest
things, and hence essentially refer us to subjects for whom these things
can be manifest. And as | said above, what expression manifests can only
be made manifest in expression, so that expressive meaning cannot be
accounted for independently of expression. If we make expression fun-
damental, it seems impossible to explain it in terms of something else; but
it is itself a subject-related phenomenon, and hence does not allow of an
objective science.

By contrast, a designative theory accounts for meaning by correlating
signs to bits of the world, and these can in principle be identified
objectively. It offers the promise of a theory of language which can fit
within the canons of modern natural science. It is in this sense that they
promise to make language unpuzzling and unmysterious.

On this terrain, expressive theories cannot follow.
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. developed that Plato first adumbrated in the Timaeus. God in creating the

-~ world gives embodiment to his ideas. The Platonic Ideas are the thoughts

; uf God.

And so we get an obvious analogy, which St Augustine makes explicit.
Just as our thought is clothed externally in our words, so is the thought of
God, the Logos — the Verbum, for Augustine — deployed externally in the
creation. This is, as it were, God’s speech. That is why everything is a sign,
if we can see it properly.

So the paradigm and model of our deploying signs is God’s creation,

But now God’s creation is to be understood expressively, His creatures
manifest his logos in embodying it; and they manifest the logos as fully as
it can be manifest in the creaturely medium. There can be no more fun-
damental designative relation, precisely because everything is a sign. This
notion is nonsense on a designative view. For words can only have desig-
native meaning if there is something else, other than words or signs,
which they designate, The notion that everything is a sign only makes
SENSE ON AN exXpressive view.

5o what we have in Augustine and his successors is an expressive theory
of meaning embedded in their ontology. The originator of meaning, God,
is an expressivist. This sets the framework for the theories of the Middle
Ages and the early Renaissance, what one could call the semiological
ontologies, which pictured the world as a meaningful order, or a text.
This kind of view of the world is dominant right up to the seventeenth
century, when it was pulverized in the scientific revolution.

It was a view of this kind which understood the universe in terms of a
series of correspondences, linking for instance the lion in the kingdom of
animals, the eagle among birds, and the king in his realm, or linking the
stars in the heavens to the shape of the human frame, or linking certain

beasts and plants to certain planets. In all these cases, what is at stake is an
expressive relation. These terms are linked because they em-
body/manifest the same ideas. To view the universe as a meaningful order
is to see the world as shaped in each of its domains and levels in order to
embaody the ideas.

We have here a very powerful expressive theory of meaning, a theory of
the divine language. But all this is compatible with the relative unim-
portance of human words. Indeed, it rather requires their taking marginal
status; because the real thought, that of God or the Ideas, is quite indepen-
dent of human expression. The theory of language is still in its infancy.

It was the rebellion against this semiological view of the universe, in
nominalism, which began to make language important.
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the famous ‘way of ideas’, inaugurated by Descartes and raken up by his
successors both rationalist and empiricist, and which dominates psychol-
ogy and epistemology for the next two centuries. As the writers of the Port
Royal Logique put it: *nous ne pouvons avoir aucune connoissance de ce
qui est hots de nous que par I'entremise des idées qui sont en nous’.! And
they conclude from this that these ideas themselves must be the focus of
our study. Thought as a kind of inner incorporeal medium becomes of
central interest.

But it is through our ideas that we know what is outside, How do we do
this? Mo longer by grasping the forms of the real, for there are none such.
Rather knowing things outside means grasping how things are put to-
gether. And this means that we put them together in idea as they are in
reality.

S0 the method of thought becomes the famous resolutive-compositive
one. We break things in our ideas down into their component elements,
and then we put them together in idea as they are in reality. That is what
understanding is, for Galileo, Descartes, Hobbes. As Hobbes puts itin De
Cive (11.14):
for everything is best understood by its constitutive causes. For as in a warch, or
some such small engine, the matter, figure and motion of the wheels cannot be well
known, except it be taken insunder and viewed in its parts; so as to make a more
curious search into the rights of states and duties of subjects, it is necessary, | say,
not to take them insunder, but yet that they be so considered as if they were

dissolved . ..

This means, of course, that our thought too must be broken down into its
component bits, These bits are the ideas of seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century epistemology.

So what is thinking? It is assembling ideas, properly the assembling of
clear and distinct ideas, and according to the way components of the
world are assembled. Thinking is mental discourse, to use Hobbes’ term;
where this is no longer the articulating and making evident of the
ancients, but a kind of inner disassembly and reassembly.

But if thinking is mental discourse, what is the role of language? Some-
times it seems, in reading the writings of seventeenth- and eighreenth-
century thinkers, that its role is as much negative as positive, that words
can mislead us and take our attention away from the ideas. Language is
seen by them as the great seducer, tempting us to be satisfied with mere
words, instead of focussing on the ideas they designate.

! Antoine Arnaud and Pierre Nicole, La Logique ou art de penser (Paris, 1970), p. 63.
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But no one held the view that we should try to do withourt language 1
altogether. This was evidently impossible. For any relatively complex or

long drawn-out thought we plainly need words; all thinkers concur in
this. And indeed, this is not only intuitively evident, it is implicit in their
nominalistic starting point. It is through words that we marshal our ideas,
that we group them in one way rather than another. Words allow us to
deal with things in generalities, and not one by one.
And this is the role which this age assigns to language. It is through
words that we marshal our ideas, not painstakingly, one by one, in which
case we would not get very far in constructing an understanding of the
world, and would lose through forgetfulness as fast as we gained through
insight; rather we marshal them in groups and classes. This is Hobbes'
doctrine when he likens reasoning to reckoning; where we get our global
result by casting up a number of partial sums, and not simply counting
one by one. Condillac in the next century has basically the same idea when
he says that language gives us ‘empire sur notre imagination’,
From this role of language we can see why words are so dangerous. If we
use them to marshal ideas, they must be transparent. We must be able to
see clearly what the word designates. Otherwise where we think we are
assembling our ideas to martch the real, we will in fact be building castles
of illusion, or composing absurdities. Our instruments will have taken
over, and instead of controlling we shall be controlled.
Language for the theory of these centuries is an instrument of control in
the assemblage of ideas which is thought or mental discourse. It is an
instrument of control in gaining knowledge of the world as objective
process. And so it must itself be perfectly transparent; it cannot itself be
the locus of mystery, that is, of anything which might be irreducible to
objectivity. The meanings of words can only consist in the ideas (or
things) they designate. The setting up of a designative connection is what
gives a word meaning. We set these up in definitions, and that is why
thinkers of this period constantly, almost obsessionally, stress the impor-
tance of recurring to definitions, of checking always to see that our words
are well-defined, that we use them consistently.

The alternative is to lose control, to slip into a kind of slavery; where it
is no longer | who make my lexicon, by definitional fiat, but rather it takes
shape independently and in doing this shapes my thought. It is an alien-
ation of my freedom as well as the great source of illusion; and that is why
the men of this age combated the cosmos of meaningful order with such
determination,

As Locke puts it, ‘every man has so inviolable a liberty to make words
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things; it is the vehicle of this kind of reflective awareness. This reflection
is a capacity we only realize in speech. Speaking is not only the expression
of this capacity, but also its realization.

But then the expressive dimension of language becomes fundamental
again. In order for given words to mean something, to designate their
respective objects, we have to be able to speak, that is, give expression to
this reflective awareness, because it is only through this expression,
through speech, that this reflective awareness comes about. A being who
cannot speak cannot have it. We only have it, in contrast to animals,
in that we talk abour things. Expression realizes, and is therefore
fundamental.

This is once again an expressive theory. But this ime it is an expressive
theory of language, rather than an expressive theory of the cosmos. On
the traditional view, creanion expresses the ideas of God; but these exist
before/ outside creation. The new expressive theory of human language
that we find in Herder is, by contrast, constitutive; that is, reflective
consciousness only comes to exist in its expression. The expressive dimen-
sion is fundamental to language, because it is only in expression that
language comes to be.

The theorists of the Romantic period were, of course, very influenced
by the earlier expressivism of the cosmos, as we might call it. We could say
that in a sense they transposed what belongs to God on this older theory
on to man. For man like God embodies his ideas and makes them mani-
fest. But unlike God, man needs his expression in order to make his ideas
manifest to himself. Which is another way of saying that his ideas do not
properly exist before their expression in language or some other of the
range of media men deploy. That is what is meant by saying that lan-
guage, or expression in general, is constitutive of thought.

In this connection, it is no accident that the Romantic period sees a
revolution in our conception of art. The traditional view understood art
in terms of mimesis, Art imitates the real. It may select, imitate only the
best, or what conforms to the ideas, but basically what it attempts to do is
hold the mirror up to nature. The Romantics gave us a quite different
conception, by which, in one tormulation, the artist strives to imitate not
nature, but the author of nature. Art is now seen not as imitation, but as
creative expression, The work of art does not refer beyond itself to what it
imitates; rather it manifests something; it is itself the locus in which the
meaning becomes manifest. It should be a symbol, rather than an allegory,

to recur to the distinction which the men of that generation often

invoked.
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something *This is a triangle’ is to apply this word as the right word, the
appropriate descriptive term. But someone could not be applying a word

as the right word and have no sense whatever of what made it the right
word, did not even grasp for instance that something was a triangle in
virtue of its shape, and not its size or colour.

So it appears that a word like ‘triangle’ could not figure in our lexicon
alone. It has to be surrounded by a skein of other terms, some which
contrast with it, and some which situate it, as it were, give its property
dimension, not to speak of the wider matrix of language in which the
various activities are situated in which our talk of triangles figures:
measurement, geometry, design-creation, and so on.

The word only makes sense in this skein, in what Humboldt (who
followed and developed Herder's thoughts on language) called the web
(Gewebe) of language. In touching one part of language (a word), the
whole is present.®

This expressive doctrine thus presents us with a very different picture of
language from the empiricist one. Language is not an assemblage of separ-
able instruments, which lie as it were transparently to hand, and which
can be used to marshal ideas, this use being something we can fully
control and oversee. Rather it is something in the nature of a web, and to
complicate the image, is present as a whole in any one of its parts. To
speak is to touch a bit of the web, and this is to make the whole resonate.
Because the words we use now only have sense through their place in the
whole web, we can never in principle have a clear oversight of the impli-

cations of what we say at any moment. Our language is always more than

We Can encompass; it is in a sense inexhaustible. The aspiration to be in no

degree at all a prisoner of language, so dear to Hobbes and Locke, is in

principle unrealizable.

But at the same time, we need to connect this with another feature of
language on this scheme which Humboldt also brought to the fore. What
is crucial to language is what is realized in speech, the expression/realiz-
ation of reflection. Language is not, once again, a set of instruments:
words which have been attached to meanings; what is essential to it is the
activity in which by speaking words we pick things out as — (among other

& Another very persuasive argument is the famous one in Wittgenstein's Investigations
i.258ff, dealing with sensation E. If you try to give the name ‘E’ to an inner sensarion, and
avoid saving anything else abour it, not even that it is a sensation, then you find yourself
just wanting to make an inarticulate noise. For in saying nothing else, you deprive ‘E' af
the status of 3 word. You cannot know what you are saying. CE. also his argumenrs against
private ostensive definition;, [nvestigations i.29.
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express/realize a new kind of awareness; then it may not only make
possible a new awareness of things, an ability to describe them; bur also
new ways of feeling, of responding to things. If in expressing our
thoughts about things, we can come to have new thoughts; then in
expressing our feelings, we can come to have transformed feelings.

This quite transforms the eighteenth-century view of the expressive
function of language. Condillac and others conjectured that at the origin
of language was the expressive cry, the expression of anger, fear, or some
emotion; this later could acquire designative meaning and serve as a
word, But the notion here was that expression was of already existing
feelings, which were unaltered in being expressed.

The revolutionary idea of expressivism was that the development of
new modes of expression enables us to have new feelings, more powerful
or more refined, and certainly more self-aware. In being able to express
our feelings, we give them a reflective dimension which transforms them.
The language user can feel not only anger but indignation, not only love
but admiration,

Seen from this angle, language cannot be confined to the activity of
talking about things. We transform our emotions into human ones not
primarily in talking about them, but in expressing them. Language also
serves to express/realize ways of feeling without talking about them.
We often give expression to our feelings in talking about something else.
(For example, indignation is expressed in condemnation of the unjust
actions, admiration in praise of the remarkable traits.)

From this perspective, we cannot draw a boundary around the lan-
guage of prose in the narrow sense, and divide it off from those other
symbolic-expressive creations of man: poetry, music, art, dance, etc. If
we think of language as essentially used to say something about some-
thing, then prose is indeed in a category of its own. But once one takes
language as being expressive in this way, that is, where the expression
constitutes what it expresses, then talking about is just one of the
provinces constituted by language; the constitution of human emotion
is another, and in this some uses of prose are akin to some uses of poetry,
music and art.

In the Romantic period, there was a tendency to see this constituting
of the human emotions as the most important function of language in a
broad sense. Language realizes man’s humanity. Man completes himself
in expression. It was natural in such a context to exalt art above other
forms of expression, above the development of merely descriptive lan-
guage; or at least to give it equal weight and dignity. It was then that art
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on to the intuition that man is the rational animal, the animal possessing
logos or discourse-thought, at least in that we concur that this has some-
thing to do with what distinguishes us from other animals, then the effect
of the expressive doctrine is to make us see the locus of our humanity in
the power of expression by which we constitute language in the broadest
sense, that is, the range of symbolic forms. For it is these which make
thought possible. It is this range of expressions which constiture what we
know as logos.

The whole development, through the seventeenth-century designative
theory and the Romantic expressive view, has brought language more and
more to centre stage in our understanding of man; first as an instrument of
the typically human capacity of thinking, and then as the indispensable
medium without which our typically human capacities, emotions, rela-
tions would not be.

If we follow the expressive view, then we have to come to understand
this medium, and the extraordinary range of activities which constitute it,
if we are ever to hope to understand ourselves. What | want to suggest is
that we have all in fact become followers of the expressive view; not that
we accept the detail of the various Romantic theories, but in that we have
all been profoundly marked by this way of understanding thought and
language, which has had a major impact on our civilization. | would
venture to claim that even those who would want to reject expressive

theories as metaphysical rubbish and obfuscatory mystification are never-
theless deeply affected by this outlook.

I want to make at least a feeble attempt briefly to defend this outrag-
eous claim, My point now is that the profound influence of the expressive
view in modern culture is what underlies our fascination for language,
our making it such a central question of twentieth-century thought and
study.

This would also explain why language is more enigmatic to us than to
previous ages — admittedly another highly controversial claim. For on the
expressive view, language is no longer merely the external clothing of
thought, nor a simple instrument which ought in principle to be fully in
our control and oversight. It is more like a medium in which we are
plunged, and which we cannot fully plumb. The difficulty is compounded
in that it is not just the medium in virtue of which we can describe the
world, but also that in virtue of which we are capable of the human
emotions and of standing in specifically human relations to each other.
And flowing from this the capacity we want to understand is not just that
by which we produce prose about the things which surround us, but also
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those by whi i -
y which we make poetry, music, art, dance, and so on, even in the

end those by which we have such a thing as personal style.

This means that the phenomenon of language becomes much broader
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the aski
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expression; what happens when we extend our capacity for expression?

How does this come about?
For a variety of reasons, many contemporaries have thought it plau-

sible that it is in artistic creation that we come closest to understanding
this, to understand the mystery of original expression; and this is one of
the reasons why art is so central to our self-understanding.

But the baffling nature of language extends to more than the nature of
expression. It also touches the question, who expresses? We saw above
that language for the Romantics could not be seen as the creation of the
individual. And indeed, it is hard to fault them on this. We are all induc-
ted into language by an existing language community. We learn to ralk
not only in that the words are given to us by our parents and others, but
also in that they talk to us, and hence give us the status of interlocutors.
This is what is involved in the centrally important fact that we are given a
name. In being given a name we are made into beings that one addresses,
and we are inducted into the community whose speaking continually
remakes the language. As interlocutors, we learn to say ‘I’ of ourselves,
one of the key stages in our becoming language users.

Language originally comes to us from others, from a community. But
how much does it remain an activity essentially bound to a community?
Once I learn language can | just continue to use it, even extend it, quite
monologically, talking and writing only for myselfz Once again, the
designative view tends to make us see this as perfectly possible. My lexi-
con is under mry control. And common sense tends to side here at first sight
with the designative view. Surely, I very often do talk to myself, I can even
invent private names for people, and why not also private terms for
objects which surround me?

Of course, | can invent private terms. But the question is whether my
speech does not always remain that of an interlocutor in a speech com-
munity in an essential way. We might ask whether my conception of what
it makes sense to say, of how things may be perspicuously described, of
how things can be illuminatingly classified, of how my feelings can be
adeqguately expressed, whether all these are not profoundly shaped by a
potential terrain of intersubjective agreement and full communication. |
may break away now from my interlocutors, and adopt quite another
mode of expression, but is it not always in view of a fuller, more profound
and authentic communication, which provides the criterion for whart |
now recognize as an adequate expression?

So the question remains open as to whether the subject of speech is not
always in some sense, and on some level, a speech community.
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of the Romantics, without even the excuse of their panthejstic justifica-
tion. It assames that in our paradigm-expressive activities, for instance, in
artistic creation, we are expressing ourselves, our feelings and reactions.
But this answer is also challenged. Some contemporaries would argue that
our most expressive creations, hence those where we are closest to de-
ploying our expressive power at the fullest, are not self-expressions; that
they rather have the power to move us because they manifest our express-
ive power itself and its relation to our world. In this kind of expression,
we are responding to the way things are, rather than just exteriorizing our
feelings.

Heidegger springs to mind in this connection. Something like this view
may lie behind this passage, quoted from Dichterisch wobnet der Mensch:

Man behaves as if he were the creator and master of language, whereas on the
contrary, it is language which is and remains his sovereign ... For in the proper
sense of these terms, it is language which speaks. Man speaks insofar as he replies
to language by listening to what it says to him. Language makes us a sign and it is
language which first and last conducts us in this way towards the being of a thing.”

On this view what we strive to bring to expression is not primarily the
self. Expressivism here becomes radically anti-subjectivist. And of course,
this issue raises from another angle the one mentioned above, about the
characteristic excellence of expression, and hence of man.

These questions are all difficult and deep. | mean by that latter term not
only that they touch fundamental questions about ourselves, but that
they are baffling and very difficult to formulate, let alone find a clear
strategy to investigate, But they are among the gquestions which the
expressive view puts on our agenda. My hypothesis is that we are fasci-
nated and baffled by language in part because we are heirs of this outlook.

But 1 must face the objection which must have been urging itself
forward all this time: surely 1 cannot be claiming that we all accept the
main doctrines of the expressive view of language, that there are no more
designativists, or even more implausibly, that there are no more pro-
ponents of objectifying science? Of course, | agree, that would be absurd.
The stock of objectifying science is as high as ever. The virtually in-
articulate belief that only an objective account is a truly satisfactory one
has invaded the sciences of man, has shaped the procedures of widely
practised academic disciplines, like psychology, sociology, political
science, much of linguistics. Moreover one of the underlying motives of

" Dichterisch wobmet der Mensch, in Martin Heidegger, Vortrdge und Aufsitze, pare 1l
(Plullingen, n.d.], p. 64.
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an objective account that we saw with the seventeenth-century designa-
tive theory, that it seems to promise control over the domain under study,
is as forcefully operative today as then; indeed, more so.

But in spite of this, | want to maintain my claim that the expressivist
reasons for bafflement are to some extent shared by all of us. I should like
to offer two grounds for this.

The first is that much of the Romantic view of language has come to be
generally accepted by both metaphysical camps, objectivists and their
opponents. We now see language capacity as residing in the possession of
an interconnected lexicon, only one part of which is used at any time. We
see that the individual term is defined in relation to the others. Ferdinand
de Saussure made this point at the beginning of the century, and it is
NOW COMMON property.

At the same time we recognize the central importance of speech activiry
for language. Language as a code (Saussure’s langue) can be seen as a kind
of precipitate of speech (Saussure’s parole). Speech activity itself is
complex: the declarative sentence is not just the result of concatenating
words with their attached meanings. It involves doing different things,
picking out an object of reference, and saying something about this

object. These different functions and their combination in the declaranve
utterance determine to a significant degree the kind of language we have,
But on top of this we also recognize that speech activity goes well beyond
the declarative utterance, and includes questions, orders, prayers, etc.

We are also ready to recognize that this activity involves mechanisms of
which we are not fully aware and which we do not fully control. We do
not find strange a thesis like Chomsky's, that our grasp of grammaticality
involves the application of transformations of which we are not con-
sciously aware, relating a depth structure to a surface structure. We

accept without too much demur that there may well be a ‘depth structure’
to our language activity.

And we are perhaps even ready to agree that the language which is
evolved through this speech activity is the language of a community and
not just of an individual, in other words, that the crucial speech activities
are those of the community. We may not be entirely sure what this means,
but we have a sense that in some meaning it contains an important truth,

Of course, this does not mean that everyone has become an expressivist.
We are not in any sense forced to abandon the metaphysical stance in
favour of objective accounts. But what we now have to do is apply them in
anew way. We see language as a whole, as an activity with — potentially at
least — a depth structure. The task is now to give an abjective account of
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this depth structure and its operation, which underlies the activity of
language we observe. This is now the agenda. )

In this the science of language is simply one example of a global sh1.ft in
the objectivistic sciences of man since the eighteenth century. The Sh.lf_t |.~;
away from a set of theories in terms of _‘surface‘_nr ubservlahlelr::?hnea,
principally the contents of the mind available to introspection, in favour
of theories in terms of ‘deep’ or unobservable mechanisms or structures.
The shift is one aspect of the virtually total disappearance of the seven-
teenth- and eighteenth-century “way of ideas’, the atmtnpt to understand
the mind in terms of its introspectable contents, the science that came to
be called ‘ideology’ at the moment when it had passed its pcak_. o

This was grounded in the view, common to ]::]'ES’FR rtes and his empiricist
critics, that the contents of the mind were in principle open to tranfparen:
inspection by the subject himself. Thinking was, as we saw, menta
discourse’, which ought to be entirely se'if-posscssed and self-transparent.
This view seems very implausible today, where the importance of uncon-
scious structures and processes in thought seems very plausible, indeed,
close to undeniable. .

But the scientific goals and norms of the s&vent_eenth and eighteenth
centuries easily survived the demise of the ‘way of ideas’. Iln place of Fhe
‘surface’ psychologies of the past, we now have. explanatlu:-n by-passing
consciousness; in some cases by ignoring the psychological a!mgethc‘r,
and explaining behaviour in terms of st‘-rr.m'lui_ and response; or ::Iselm.
terms of a depth theory which is physinlngn;ah in mhlrrs by what rcm_am:»..
a ‘psychological’ theory but one drawlpg h_cam!y on mcchélr%lsms
unavailable to consciousness, such as Freudian psychoanalysis, or
computer-modelled theories of our intelligent pcrforma.noes.l In place of
‘surface’ sociologies, based on the adjustment of conscious interests, or
the existence or absence of individual habits of mind, we have rh;une&l of
social structure, in which individuals are caught up in a dynamj_c wl_1.1ch
they do not and perhaps cannot understand; wh::nlt the ::xplan.atmn 15 at
the level of the social whole, and of properties of this whole which are _nut_
evident to the participants. These follow the iawis or obey the constraints
of historical materialism or structural-functionalism.

Now in many of these cases, for example, FIE'LIE?, Marx, structural-
functionalism, the depth structures elaborated obvmuslylnwe a lot to
earlier Romantic theorizing. But the fact remains that the intent of these
theories is to give an objectivistic explanation. e

And in this, of course, they are following a lead set by the ‘hard’ sciences
of nature, which also have had recourse more and more to unobservable
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depth structures, even including some which violate our ordinary macro-
scopic understanding of things.

If we were to try to explain this shift which has gradually taken place
over the last two centuries, away from the way of ideas, then undoubtedly
the example of the hard sciences, always the paradigms of objectivistic
science, is an important factor. But it cannot be the only one. Something
would have to be said about the change in our condition. Perhaps it is that
in modern mass societies we feel less of a sense that the factors which are
decisive for our behaviour are under our purview — that what society
claims of us is something we give knowingly even if not willingly — than
did the educated classes of the earlier epoch. I think something like this is
true, but even so, a great deal remains to be explained. Why do we under-
stand ourselves so readily in depth-psychological terms? Something very
important about the whole development of modern society is waiting
here to be uncovered,

But in any case, the science of language has followed this pattern, We
are no longer satisfied with surface accounts of the application of words
to ideas. We want an account in terms of depth structure, But many want
the same scientific goals to be paramount.

But although the metaphysical goals survive unscathed into the new
sciences of depth structure, the fact that so much has been taken on board
from the Romantic conception makes it inevitable that something like the
same questions arise as those expressivism puts on the agenda. For
instance, there is a continuing issue about how to understand the notion
of depth structure, as the philosophical debates around Chomsky's work
attest. Is depth structure to be understood as the operation of an uncon-
scious capacity, for instance, do we know how to make transformarions,
even though we are unaware of doing so? This seems to many unbearably
paradoxical. Or should we see depth structures in terms of underlying
operations, analogous to those in machines? But then what is their rela-

tion to the intelligent and conscious uses of language? From either direc-
tion, some mystery surrounds the status of the language capacity as a
whole which plainly underlies our ability to say specific things on specific
occasions. The baffling questions the expressive view gives rise to will not
disappear just because we stick to our objectivist metaphysic. Some seem
to arise inescapably with the intuition that language involves some global
underlying capacity, and not just a set of particulate dispositions to utter
certain words in certain circumstances.

This threatens to create something of a dilemma for objectivistic
thought, and leads to the characteristic gamut of modern would-be
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scientific theories. At one extreme are those who are highly sensitive to 1Ehu:
metaphysical dangers of allowing depth explanations. They would 11|.:e
ideally to develop a behaviourist theory, in which the utterance of certain
words is made a function of environmental stimulation. Skinner is the
most spectacular protagonist of this view.

But the weakness of this strategy is that the explanatory power of such
atheory is very poor, and it even comes close to absurdity at imes. And so
we gain greatly in plausibility by moving aiung the spectrum, to what we
might call ‘neo-designative’ theories of meaning, like tl'_uat, &.H :zxamph:,
of Donald Davidson. This theory can be called ‘neo-designative because
it attempts to give an account of meaning in terms of the truth C{J_l'ld:ltiﬂns
of sentences. These truth conditions are observable states of affairs in Fhe
world; hence once again we have the basic démarche of a .theor}r Iwhn—:h
tries to explain the meaning of language in terms of the relation of linguis-
tic elements to extra-linguistic reality. Only here, the modern thED.r}’ has
profited from our understanding of language as a sm_J.::mrcd reality; so
that the elements so related are not words, but declarative sentences.

These theories — another example might be explanations of the [-n_,mc—
tioning of language on the model of infﬂrmatiun-p{oce‘ssing mechan.ls_ms
— are more plausible than behaviourism, but they still give no recognition
to the expressive dimension. But it is possible to move further alqngl ti:n‘:
spectrum, to give some recognition to this, while trying to explain it in
objectivistic terms, :

Two examples spring to mind, which however are not concerned with
theories of language in the narrow sense, but with — in different ways —
symbolic expression. These are the views of Marx and Freud. .

Freud recognizes symbolic expression, in our symptoms as well as in
what he calls symbols. But these are explained in terms of de:urcs,l which
are not themselves desires for symbolic expression, nor do they :nmh{e
such expression in their proper fulfilment. On the contrary, the symbolic
proliferation results from their blocking or inhibition. The symptom
gives my object of desire in symbolic form, because I cannot {will not
allow myself to) go after it in reality. Moreover these dtﬁlreg should
ultimately be explicable physiologically; hence Freud’s electrical and
hydraulic languages. : gl

With Marx, we also have a recognition of symbolic ex!:-ressum in
ideological consciousness: religion, for instance, givc.s us a dlmmmlzd eX-
pression of the human social condition of its age. With th.e hhcranqn of
classless society, and the victory of scientific over ideological conscious-
ness, such symbolic forms of awareness are swept aside. And from the
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standpoint of scientific consciousness, the ideological symbolism is fully
explicable, again in terms which have nothing to do with a motivation
directed to symbolic expression. This rather is seen as a distortion of the
reality, and hence of the underlying motives, which come to clear self-
recognition in scientific consciousness.

This account may be somewhat unfair to Marxism, as it may also be to
Freud, in giving an unduly reductive cast to their explanations. But
whether we have here portrayed true or vulgar Marxism and Freudianism,
the theories obviously have their weaknesses, in that they have trouble
dealing with the place of expression, of symbolism in normal, undistorted
or non-pathological life, When they try to say something in the domain of
aesthetics, for instance, Marxism and Freudianism must develop mare
refined interpretations on pain of sounding philistine and implausibly
reductive.

We have examples of such developed — and semiologically sensitive —
Marxism and Freudianism in contemporary French structuralism (e.g., in
different ways, Lacan, Barthes, Althusser). But this structuralism has
taken a step further along the spectrum. It allows expression a central
place in human life. It understands that man is the language animal, in
that language is more than a tool for man, but somehow constitutes a way
of being which is specifically human, We have to understand the growth
of language as bound up with the development of a form of life which it
makes possible. So that the question can arise of the characteristic
excellence of language, of when expression is at its best.

As a matter of fact, modern structuralism owes quite a bit to the
reflections of expressivist philosophers. For instance, Lévi-Strauss read
Merleau-Ponty with interest. Lacan has been very influenced by Hegel and
Heidegger (his Hegel being mediated through Kojéve, who picked
Heideggerian themes out of Hegel).

But the intent remains ‘scientific’, that is objectivist. In Lévi-Strauss’
case, for instance, drawing from the work of Marcel Mauss, the basic idea
— at least of his early theory — seems to be that language arises in a drive to
classify, which in turn must be understood as ultimately aimed at
social/moral order. We order our lives through classifications, of things
forbidden and allowed, enjoined or neutral. The classificatory scheme, of

our totems, of segments of the universe, is ordered to a classification of
partners and actions, which alone makes possible social integration.

This theory sees the expressive function as central; sees it as necessary
indeed to the very existence of human society. But it lays claim too to
objectivity, presumably in that its account of language is functional and
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reductive. For the function which explains language is not the _ma.imfesta-.
tion of anything, but the maintenance of a scrciql order. (In this it shows
the Durkheimian roots of so much French social thought.) Once more
language is to be explained in terms of something else. : :

But as we come to this end of the spectrum, the questions w%uch '.he
expressive view brings forward become harder and harder to amlti. "nfmlth
contemporary structuralism, great mysteries surround the status of t© e
underlying structures, for example their relgtiqn_m the uses of lslmgu%ige in
everyday life, and their relation to the individual sull:qect., l"hn_asu az{e
comparable to the questions that arise from the expressive view; indeed,
in some cases the questions are the same. :

I ran through this gamut in order to Ll]ustrzlltc the_dllemma of modern
objectivist theories of language. They can avoid tl'_nf intrusion uf.the L‘r_af-
fling questions concerning the nature of expression onlgrr by espousing
narrower and more primitive theories which are cither 11np|?1u51|:1ie, or
which fail to explain an important range of the phenomena of language,
or both. Or they can win plausibility and explanatory range, but at the
cost of opening themselves to these questions. :

This is the first ground I would put forward for my claim that we are all
affected to some degree by the expressivist reasons for b_aafﬁe1nenr about
language. It concerns the predicament of scientific theorizing abt{‘.rililf _1.:1nE
guage. My second ground can be put much more tersely. l.lega.r 58 O
scientific considerations, modern students of language remain ch1ldn?n of
our age, and immersed in its culture. ﬁnd.thls has been so masswc!y
affected by the Romantic-expressivist rebellion, that no one can remain

untouched by it. This effect is particularly visible in our undtrstandmg_nf
art, its nature and its place in human life. One of the most 0I:1ru5|?n.=.j
effects is the concern of much contemporary art with tht. process of its
own creation, with the properties of its own medium, ?mth the experi-
mental creation of new media. Expression itself h:ltcomes its t_heme-, how it
is possible, just what it consists in, and what point it can give to human
life. The artist becomes his own subject, and/or the process of creation

‘me.
hmltﬂ:: :::r}' difficult to live in this civilization and_ not have the prnb]:lrm of
expression obtrude on us, with all its enigmatic force. And [hat.]!i thg
reason, | want to maintain, why we are all so concerned and.F.::s_rmau?
with language, so that even the most t'l.‘lllg]’]-t.hil'lldl:d and empiricist phil-
osophies, like logical empiricism, are ‘linguistic’ in cast.
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I hope that this historical odyssey has cast light on our contemporary
fascination with language. | hope that it has also shown why we find it
baffling, and has done something to explain the paradox that, with all the
advance of science, this central human function seems more mysterious to
us than to our eighteenth-century predecessors.

In fact, seen from this historical perspective, the development towards
our present understanding of language as both central and enigmatic
seems irreversible. We cannot recapture the earlier perspectives from
which language could appear more marginal or less problematic. The
view of the universe as an order of signs is lost for ever, at least in its
original form, after the coming of modern science and the modern notion
of freedom; and the view of language as a ser of designative signs, fully in
our control and purview, is lost forever with the seventeenth-century x-}ew
of the punctual subject, perfectly transparent to himself, whose soul con-
tained nothing that he could not observe, From where we stand, we are
constantly forced to the conception of man as a language animal, one who
is constituted by language.

But I do not hope for agreement on this. Because in our bafflement, we
naturally split into two camps. This reflects the pull on us of the con-
tradictory metaphysical demands: for the clarity and control offered by
an objective account of ourselves and our world, on one hand, and to-
wards a recognition of the intrinsic, irreducible nature of expression, on
the other. There are very few of us who do not feel the force of both these
demands. And perhaps just for this reason we divide with polemical
fervour into opposing parties, expressors and designators.

The battle between expressors and designators is one front in the global
war between the heirs of the Enlightenment and the Romantics; such as
we see in the struggle between technocracy and the sense of history or
community, instrumental reason versus the intrinsic value of Ctl:l'aiﬂ
forms of life, the domination of nature versus the need for the reconcili-
ation with nature. This general war rages over the battlefronts of lan-
guage as well. Heidegger is one of the prophets of the stance of ‘letting
things be’, one of the great critics of modern technological consciousness;
the neo-designators defend a notion of reason as instrumental reason. All
this is no accident. It shows only how much rides on this issue.

The issue concerns the nature of man, or what it is to be human. And
since so much of this turns on what it is to think, to reason, to create; and
since all of these point us towards language, we can expect that the study
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of language will become even more a central concern of our intellectual
life. It is in a sense the crucial locus of the theoretical battle we are having
with ourselves.

As a civilization, we live with a compromise. In our scientific under-
standing, we tend to be men of the Enlightenment, and we accept the
predominance of Enlightenment — one might say, utilitarian — values in
setting the parameters of public policy. Growth, productivity, welfare are
of fundamental importance. But it is recognized that, without prejudice
to the perhaps ultimately available scientific explanation which will be
reductive, people experience things in expressive terms: something is
‘more me’; or 1 feel fulfilled by this, not by that; or that prospect really
‘speaks to me’. Along with this tolerance of experience goes a parallel in
the public domain. The main limits of public policy are set by the require-
ments of production within the constraints of distribution, and these are
meant to be established by scientific means, and in a utilitarian spirit. But
private experience must be given its expressive fulfilment. There is a
‘Romantik’ of private life, which is meant to fit into a smoothly running
COMSUMEF SOCIETy.

However effective this compromise may be politically, it is a rotten one
intellectually; it combines the crassest scientism (objectivism) with the
most subjectivist forms of expressivism. But | suppose | say it is rotten
mainly because 1 think that both of these are wrong; and that they leave
out the really fruitful line of enquiry, a contemporary expressivism which
tries to go beyond subjectivism in discovering and articulating what is
ﬂKP[EEEL‘d.

But even leaving aside my commitments, it is certain that in the absence
of a strong expressivist critique, scientism remains smugly satisfied with
its half-baked explanations, and the subjectivist conception of experience
veers towards formless sentimentalism. The issue of language goes by
default; which means the issue of what it is to be human goes too.



