Language /n context,
Language as context

., S

Chris Sinha, University of Portsmouth, UK
chris.sinha@port.ac.uk

FICLA/AIRC conference
“Contexts of Language”
Helsinki 10-11 December 2010




Meaning and Context:
i the traditional view

= Meaning and Structure are properties
Internal to the language system

= “Context of situation” serves to
disambiguate linguistic meaning

= Pragmatics Is concerned with language-
In-context and with speech act
categorization (irony, metaphor etc)

s Semantics Is L-internal
= Pragmatics Is L-external




i Challenges to the traditional view

= Usage based approaches in linguistics
emphasize the unity of grammar and
meaning

= Cognitive semantics emphasizes the ubiquity
of metaphor and polysemy

= Cognitive linguists reject the “Objectivist”
theory of meaning that underpins the Gricean
distinction between truth-functional semantics
and intentional/situational pragmatics.



i My goals

= To argue for a distinction between
representational and contextual meaning
based on a social-communicative ontology of
language

= To argue that linguistic meaning is situated in
the signifying properties of (other) artefacts
as a part of the “semiosphere” (Lotman)

= To argue that language is the fundamental
context or ground for cognition-transforming
symbolic artefacts



|

Meaning
Representation
Conceptualization



i The Classical View

= For Classical Cognitivism, meaning is an objective,
truth based relationship between symbol (or symbol
string) and states-of-affairs in the world.

s This is model-theoretic, formal semantics
= From Carnap to Montague Grammar

= That means that all meaning is symbolic, in a special
sense, consisting in a relationship between an
Internal symbol and an external object or state of
affairs

= Cognition is the process of manipulation of symbol
strings by algorithms




Where do the meanings of
“physical symbols” come from?

= If mental representation Is structured
like a language, under a formal
description, then Chomsky’s Argument
from the Poverty of the Stimulus also
applies to mental representational

symbols

= Therefore, according to Fodor, the
Language of Thought is innate



i But how can this be true?

How could such a system emerge in biological
evolution?

Is there no “missing link” between the general
purpose learning mechanisms of the behaviourists,
and the dedicated processing modules of the
nativists?

If not, where did cognition begin in evolution?
These psychological arguments add further force to
the criticism that Formalism cannot adequately

account for meaning in natural language, or for
phenomena such as metaphor and polysemy



i Alternatives to Cognitivism

= Alternative 1 — Get rid of Representation altogether

= Ecological psychologists have argued against the
need for an inferential account of perception—Direct
Perception will do the job

= Dynamic Systems theorists emphasize that highly
complex forms of behaviour can emerge in relatively
simple organisms like insects, without any
representational control (Emergentism)

= Maybe Non-Representational Embodied, Enactive
theories (Direct Perception plus perception-action
linkages) can be sufficient.



i Lakoff and Johnson (1999)

Lakoff and Johnson’s theory is non-Representational
In this sense.

They emphasize that image schemas are pre-
conceptual not conceptual

They ground the different senses of polysemous
items In image-schemas, so suggesting that linguistic
meaning is at base pre-conceptual

They avoid the term Representation

They derive abstract meanings from embodied,
experiential, pre-conceptual meanings through
domain-to-domain Conceptual Metaphoric mapping



Problems with Lakoff and

i Johnson

It is not clear whether there are any truly conceptual
meanings at all in this theory, and if so how they
differ from pre-conceptual image schematic meanings
Perhaps it is simply the inter-domain mapping
potential of the system that makes it conceptual

Linguistic meaning in this theory is reduced to, and
iIdentical with, schematic and enactive meaning

But in what way then are humans different, as
symbol users, from other species?

Is language a symbolic system at all for L&J, or is it
just an expression of pre-symbolic schemas?



i Alternatives to Cognitivism

= Alternative 2: Rethinking representation

= Agreements with Alternative 1:
= Meaning is not only linguistic
= Meaning is not primarily linguistic
= Meaning is in the relationship between the
organism and its ecological niche (Umwelt)

= Linguistic meanings are continuous with
non-linguistic meanings



i Re-thinking representation 1

= Disagreements with Alternative 1

Linguistic meanings have a special representational and
symbolic character

The human ecological niche is itself a symbolic one

Language is a communicative system permitting
representational, symbolic communication

Language needs to be analyzed as one communication
system amongst others, but one with very special
characteristics

Language makes possible true conceptualization

Language permits virtual cognition, beyond the here and
now



i Re-thinking representation 2

Representation is not an Objective relationship
between Symbol and Object (or State of Affairs)

Representation is a relationship established in the
course of communication, between Speaker, Hearer
and Situation

Linguistic representation is based in the
communicative use of the sign system of language

All other uses, including the use of language signs to
represent the world for oneself, are secondary.



i The conditions on representation

= TO represent something Is to cause
something (the signifier) to stand for
something else (the signified) in such a
way that

= The relationship of standing for and
= Whatever it is that is represented

= Are recognizeable to the listener
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i Clarifying the definition

= The representational relationship Is
Independent of the medium of
representation, which may be linguistic,
gestural or pictorial

= Eg Maps combine iconic and symbolic
representations to produce a single
representational synthesis




MONGOLIA




The materiality of
representation

+

Representation is not a relationship between
"mind” and "reality”, but a cognitive and
semiotic relationship within and constitutive
of human ecological reality

All of reality is material, but some levels and
properties of reality are irreducible to their
material base (e.g. money, marriage)

Things can be representations, but
representations are not things, in the head or
anywhere else

Any material object (or, more widely, physical
entity) can be a representational sign




i Language and Representation

Language is a symbolic semiotic system

The core symbolic function of language is
representation

Representation is both communicatively and
cognitively complex
Communicative representation was the key functional

attribute driving the evolution of language (what was
selected for)

Linguistic representation is the same as linguistic
conceptualization

Language represents by means of concepts



What does language
i represent?

= It is often said (including by cognitive linguists) that

language ' resents ideas

= (or concepts, image schemas etc.)
= This notion has a long history ...




i Words as signs of ideas

Words ... are signs or symbols of the affections of the soul ...
whereas the affections of the soul are not signs or symbols of
things in the real world, but copies of them (although natural
copies and therefore identical for the whole human race).
(Aristotle, 3rd century BCE)

That then which Words are the Marks of, are the /deas of the
Speaker: Nor can anyone apply them, as Marks, immediately to
anything else, but the /deas, that he himself hath. (John Locke,
1690)

The linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a name, but a concept
and a sound-image. (Ferdinand de Saussure, 19197?)



What is wrong with the

i above?

= Despite Its antiquity, this proposal Is
misleading, though not entirely wrong

= Words perhaps may be said to signify
concepts, but they represent what Is
conceptualized

= An alternative formulation:

Linguistic expressions represent linguistically
conceptualized situations




i Representation as an Act of Meaning

m Linguistic expressions represent linguistically
conceptualized situations

= This formulation emphasizes

the contextuality of meaning
representation as based in communication

the nature of meaning as conventional mapping
from conceptualization to expression

The distinction between linguistic
conceptualization (Kant’s “discursive concepts”)
and pre-conceptual schemas



i Representational meaning

= The representational meaning of a term
or expression can be considered as
equivalent to the traditional notion of
sense

= The term’s signified content as a
discursive concept, enabling it to fulfil,
In discourse, the Conditions on
Representation



The soclo-cultural variant of
i Fregean sense

= “Plato called objects that manifest
similarities [to linguistic meanings]
Ideas ... That we have transformed the
‘eternal and immutable’ into
‘Intersubjective’...only needs to be said
In order to exclude misunderstandings.”

= Karl Buhler, 1939.



i Sense as mapping pattern

= Instead of seeing senses as mental objects, schemas,
or nodes in semantic networks, we should view them
as

= relatively stable or entrenched patterns of mapping,
from contextualized conceptualization to linguistic
expression

= In the course of the dynamic construction of acts of
meaning, in which the goal of the action is to
successfully achieve (through linguistic means) joint
reference

= In an intersubjectively shared universe of discourse.



Reference

= Many cognitive linguists also seem to believe that
words refer, not to the world, but to
conceptualizations

= This is also erroneous; words and expressions refer

to the world, in the ecological sense of the reality of
the Umwelt, but they do so in a mediating fashion.

= Words mediate reference by speakers

= We can only refer linguistically to the world using the
representational meanings available in our language

= Whereof we cannot speak, we must remain silent
(Wittgenstein)



Against solipsism —
i Including I1ts neural variety

= However, we do not therefore refer to a
merely linguistically constructed reality

= We refer to a directly perceived or
symbolically mediated world in which we are
engaged as embodied and discursive actors

= This world is schematized linguistically,
conceptually, and pre-conceptually

= But it is the world that we speak about, not
the contents of a “mind/brain”.



i Discursive Concepts

= Discursive concepts are
= Public
= Normative
= Intersubjectively shared

= They are the “property” of the language
community, and only “loaned” by the
language user (Bakhtin)

= They develop and change over historical time




i Psychological concepts

= Psychological concepts are
= Subjective
= Individual
= variable

= They need not be shared by the whole
community

= (Putnam: cognitive authority, social division of
linguistic labour)

= They develop and change over ontogenetic time
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Signs
Objects
Social facts



Social Facts: Durkheim and
beyond

“a category of facts which present very special
characteristics: they consist of manners of acting,
thinking, and feeling external to the individual, which
are invested with a coercive power by virtue of which
they exercise control over him.” (Durkheim, 1982
[1895]).

The objectivity of social facts thus consists in their
exteriority: they are independent of any single
iIndividual’s thoughts or will.

Social facts are, however, negotiable because they
are normative.



i The ontology of the social

Social facts are those pertaining to intersubjectively
shared realities

They are reducible neither to specific behaviours nor
to psychological capacities, though they necessarily
Involve and influence both

They depend upon the elaboration, in an
Intersubjective field, of activity coordinations into
normative conventions

Systems of normative convention (eg language) are
social institutions which may become objects of
common knowledge (Itkonen)



a brief formal account

i The semiotic ontology of the social:

John Searle on social (institutional) facts:
X counts as Y in C (ontext)

Example: a twenty dollar bill counts as a

monetary token with this particular exchange
value.

NB: the note does not stand for or represent
twenty dollars, it /s twenty dollars. It is self-
identical; its value Is subtended by (though
non-reducible to) its material existence.
Destroy the note, you destroy the value.



i Representation and standing for

= TO represent something Is to cause
something (the signifier) to stand for
something else (the signified) in such a
way that

= The relationship of standing for and
= Whatever it Is that is represented

= Are recognizeable to the listener



i Signs and signification

[X counts as S & S stands for M] in C

X= anything

S = sign

M = meaning (signified)

This simple notation clarifies the “double

articulation” of the sign, the conventional
unity of substance and signification.

Note:
C may now Iinclude Css, the sign system, and

Cc, the community of users



i The subsystems of language

1. Grammar (in the wide sense):
X counts as S in Css for Cc  or
Xcountsas SinL
L = This language

2. Semantics

Presupposing 1:
S stands for M in L

3. Pragmatics
Presupposing 1 & 2:
Xcountsas AsinC
As = This speech act (including reference)



i Some conseguences

= The semantic theory of meaning is underdetermined
by this formulation, and need not be truth-functional,
but /s conventional and normative (as are all the
subsystems)

= Semantics is distinguished from pragmatics without
necessitating a truth functional semantics

= Contextual dependence characterises all subsystems,
but does not erase the distinctions between them

= Language as a social object has its own proper
structure subtended by but irreducible to
Intentionality



:L Language and cognitive artefacts

= Language is culturally and materially
situated, that is, dynamically embedded
within a semiotic network which
Includes symbolic and non-symbolic
artefacts.

= Language Is the symbolic ground for a
specific class of artefacts that we can
designate as symbolic cognitive
artefacts



i Artefacts

= Artefacts (ranging from tools to notations and
Images) can be "read” but (unless they are textual
artefacts) they are not texts

= Artefacts signify the practices they support, constrain
and amplify. They can signify both non-
representational and representational (e.g. symbolic)
practices

= The signifying role in each case involves canons or
conventions, but neither the meaning nor the
convention need be identical between different
practices, universes of discourse and communities
(e.g. the symbolic values of status commodities)



i Tool and Sign

= Vygosky, Buhler and many others have
pointed to the analogy between sign and tool,
distinguishing the former as world-directed
and the latter as mind-directed

= But these theories do not address that class
of artefacts that unite the sign and tool
functions, symbiolic cognitive artefacts, which
are both world and mind directed



representation

i Artefact function, signification,

= Artefacts have intentionally designed
canonical functions (eg cup / containment)

= The function is afforded by the artefact

= Artefacts signify their canonical function by
“counting as” (Searle) a category member,
and being “perceived as” such

= Symbolic cognitive artefacts also

necessarily have a representational sign
function
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schemas

= Symbolic cognitive artefacts canonically
support conceptual and symbolic processes in
specific meaning domains

= Examples: notational systems, dials,
calendars, compasses

= Cultural and cognitive schemas organizing
e.g. time and number can be considered as
dependent on, and hence constituted, not
just expressed by, cognitive artefacts

i Cognitive artefacts and cultural



i Cognitive artefacts in history

= The history of the human mind is the cultural
history of the invention and use of symbolic
cognitive artefacts, which materially bear and
augment Tomasello’s “ratchet effect”

= Domain-constituting cognitive artefacts are of
particular significance, having dramatic
transformativer effects on symbolic cognition

= Cognitive artefacts in turn transform wider
technologies and forces of production and
potentiate new relations of production



i What about language

= Are languages cognitive artefacts?
= NoO, because they are (for our species) found

not made

But the prehistory of language is cognitive-

artefactual as well as biological,
IS transformative of cognition

and language

Language Is a biocultural niche and social
Institution to which we have adapted Iin

evolution, and which symbolical
cognitive artefacts that are also
transformative of the biocultura

y grounds

niche



i Paradigms and Perspectives

Language is a normative institution (ltkonen)

Institutions both support and constrain social
and communicative practices

Institutions can be viewed from both external
("objectivist”) and internal ("situated”)
perspectives

These perspectives are complementary and
each represents a moment of dialectical
Inquiry






